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 This thesis examines the relationship between racial capitalism, anti-Blackness, and 
public education through a study of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools (CHCCS) district. 
Seen as one of – if not – the best school district in the entire state of North Carolina, CHCCS is 
well known for having some of the highest standardized test scores, graduation rates, and 
funding per student in the state. Despite these accolades, disciplinary and testing data suggests 
students experience different realities depending on their racial and socioeconomic background 
at CHCCS. This project begins with these statistics and goes on to work to understand the lived 
and material realities they point to by weaving qualitative data with critical race theory and 
education literature. I argue that understanding the racial discrepancies in this university town’s 
school district requires an examination of the broader social forces and systems that shape the 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro community. As I frame schools as sites of enclosed and pre-determined 
futures for certain students, I contend that the realities of CHCCS offers an opportunity to think 
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time to talk to me and teach me things that cannot be taught through textbooks and in 
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two summers and allowing me to be in that amazing space with the students.  
 My time in grad school has also made me really miss home but be so proud of where I 
come from. To my undergrad professors Ulrich Oslender and April Merleux, I carry with me 
everything I learned from your classes and our meetings during office hours or lunch at FIU. It’s 
been 4 years and you all still check on me when you can and those emails have always made me 
smile. To my friends who are like family and have been in my life way longer than I deserve, 
Jorge, Yosleyn, Victor, and Pamela. I wouldn’t be who I am if it weren’t for our shared 
experiences, family time, conversations, laughs, and dances. 
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be nearly as proud of this project if it weren’t for your healing, support, encouragement, 
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Sun. Mom, Papí, and Tata, thank you for providing such a strong foundation for me and never 
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Unkept slave burial ground at Barbee Cemetery in Meadowmont 
It was another humid summer morning in Chapel Hill, North Carolina in 2018. I had joined 
Heather1, a former Chapel Hill Carrboro City Schools (CHCCS) elementary school teacher, and 
Angela, a community activist and employee at the UNC-Chapel Hill (UNC-CH) student stores, 
on a tour of Chapel Hill and its neighboring town of Carrboro. We gathered together at the Elliot 
Woods Apartments, a low-income apartment complex where mostly Black residents live. Abby, 
who has been living in Chapel Hill for almost 50 years and an Elliot Woods resident, took us to 
three spots that exemplified the history of this particular university town in the US South. These 
are: the Barbee-Hargrave Cemetery, the Barbee Cemetery on the University of North Carolina’s 
(UNC) Rizzo Center property (owned by UNC Kenan-Flagler Business School) in the 
 
1 The names of those I interviewed and who were part of the project are under a pseudonym.  
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Meadowmont community, and the old Chapel Hill Town Cemetery at UNC’s main campus. All 
three cemeteries are sites of slave burial grounds.  
 Abby believed that taking us to these sites of death and remembrance were central to 
telling the story of this town. The history of enslaved labor in the construction of the university 
and how university professors and administration owned slaves is well documented and even 
acknowledged by the university itself. However, the co-optation of pain, acknowledgments, and 
apologies for the brutalities of slavery by UNC, treats slavery as a past event and aberration to 
this community’s history. Abby taking us to the cemeteries was not only a return to a painful 
place, but a remainder of what has been erased and continues to be erased by “a broader 
geographic project that thrives on forgetting and displacing blackness” (McKittrick, 2006: 33). 
The trip was not to remind us of the horrors that once occurred to the Black community of 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro. It was to emphasize how present-day injustices and inequities are part of 
the “afterlife of slavery” (Hartman, 2007). There was a reason why Black campus workers 
commonly called UNC “the Southern Part of Hell or “the plantation” (Chapman 2006). Central 
to this thesis is the understanding of the enduring presence of slavery’s violence is seen 
everywhere in this community, especially in the education system. 
Heather, Angela, and I met by being part of the same community organizations working 
on addressing the infamous Chapel Hill-Carrboro “achievement/opportunity gap.” CHCCS has 
the second largest gap in the nation between white students and Black students while Latinx 
students also experience one of the highest gaps in comparison to their white classmates 
(Reardon, Kalogrides, Shores 2018).2 The achievement gap refers to disparities in academic 





students. In the 2015-2016 Annual Report of Student Performance, CHCCS reported that only 
31% of Black students and 40% of Latino students were considered college-ready compared to 
the 85% of white students that are based on end-of-course scores. Additionally, there were 
significant gaps between graduation rates and eligibility for UNC system colleges based on ACT 
scores. 82% percent of Black students were graduating, but only 41% of them were eligible for a 
UNC admission. Recently, in an effort to not conflate the data and an individual student’s ability 
to succeed, activists have begun to refer to the achievement gap as the opportunity gap to lessen 
the focus on the individual and to think more about the larger structural factors that impact one’s 
ability to succeed in the public education system.3  
This thesis begins with these statistics and goes on to work to understand the lived and 
material realities they point to. Year after year, various community organizations in the area and 
other statewide groups will publish new numbers showing the gap still looming over us and even 
more damning numbers when it comes to the discipline and punishment of Black students in the 
district. For example, a 2014 article published in The News & Observer showed that Black 
students made up 12 percent of the student population yet made up nearly half of all short-term 
suspensions at 47.9 percent.4 Similarly, the school district and community groups will come up 
with different strategies to address the inequities plaguing the school system: organizations 
creating the space to educate the community on these issues, the district creating avenues for 
parents of color to become more involved in schools, investing in implicit bias trainings for 









Chapel Hill’s Utopia for Who?  
 
As I continued to have conversations with local activists and attended meetings about the racial 
inequities in the school district, I repeatedly heard Black and brown community members 
express the difficulties of “navigating a white school system in a white town.” This reminded me 
of my first few weeks of recently moving to the Chapel Hill-Carrboro area in August of 2017. 
My landlord – a middle aged white woman – told me, “You know, Chapel Hill is liberal, but 
Carrboro is super liberal. You shouldn’t be living in Carrboro if you aren’t liberal.” In October of 
that year, The Guardian published an article profiling Chapel Hill as one of the best towns and 
small cities in the United States, citing “the sporting fanaticism, liberal traditions, food and 
music of a university town where the ‘individual streak still lives strong.”5 A local newspaper, 
The Herald Sun, wrote, “London paper lauds Chapel Hill’s ‘utopian’ liberalism and Southern 
culture.” On top of this narrative about the town itself, the school district has the reputation of 
being one of the best school districts in the entire state of North Carolina. So much so that it 
becomes common to hear how families move within district lines just to send their child to a 
CHCCS school.  
As I continued to develop my project and engage with community members, it was 
becoming clear that my thesis needed to be more than just about the opportunity gap or 
disciplinary issues within the schools. Things were not adding up. How does one make sense of 
the startling realities that Black and brown children experience in the schools while the town is 
being celebrated for its “utopian liberalism” by international publications? Known as the 






considered as one of the best school districts in North Carolina despite the well-known 
discrepancies among its student population?  
On October 2018, I attended one of the “Conversation on Equity” meetings that occur 
once a month at the Chapel Hill public library. The topic of the night: “The Science of Implicit 
Bias.” The room was near full capacity to hear a UNC professor of Psychology and 
Neuroscience give his presentation. From attending these events for nearly 6 months at that 
point, I had come to recognized familiar faces of activists, advocates, and parents who genuinely 
care about these issues. And like most other meetings that I have attended, the majority of people 
that occupied that space were white. During the Q&A portion at the end of the talk, Angela got 
on the mic and said the following: 
My biggest concern is all these white Americans that’s in this room, that’s hearing you 
speak with what you’re saying today. You know, my concerns are what are you [white 
people] going to do with this information. If you got this information, you’re learning all 
that has taken place in this country in regards to Blacks and whites in this country. 
You’re learning this information. What are you gonna do about it? Are you going to take 
this information and be a better human being and do what’s right or are you just gonna 
take this information and know this information? That’s the one thing that bothers me. 
There’ll be a lot of white people want to learn about this but what are you gonna do about 
it. You’re in the position of power to make the change, you see the infractions, you can 
speak up. And that’s something that’s always bothered me. You got this information but 
then you go to work and you treat somebody of color unfairly or you witness a child 
being treated unfairly and you do nothing. So when are we gonna stand up and do what’s 
right when we get that information. 
 
I could hear the nervousness and hesitancy coming from the claps that filled the room as she 
handed back the mic and sat back down. Once these events end, it’s a habit for people to stick 
around to help clean up the space and for others to catch up and make connections. This time 
was no different. I knew Angela’s call out made people uncomfortable, but no one had said 
anything. Not even the speaker – the white male UNC professor – commented on it. As Angela 
and I were hanging around in the room, an older white woman approached her. Was I naïve to 
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think that this woman was about to thank Angela for wanting to hold white people accountable? 
The woman scolded Angela for the next ten minutes for it. Not only did she say she didn’t 
“appreciate” those comments because “people are trying,” she went on to tell a story how she 
knew a teacher who really wanted to help children but eventually quit because of the exhaustion 
that comes with being a teacher. Was I naïve to think that this woman was going to talk about 
how the public school system overburdens underpaid teachers? Instead, she insinuated that this 
teacher’s exhaustion was due to Black children being difficult in the classroom and felt the need 
to tell Angela that Black parents need to make sure they teach their children the importance of 
valuing education. She left. Angela and I just looked at each other.  
These were the moments that were teaching me how whiteness operates in this university 
town. They gave me an understanding of the limits and often emptiness that came with the terms 
that community members embraced such as liberalism, diversity and multiculturalism. A couple 
of months before this encounter, the confederate statue that stood on UNC’s campus since 1913 
– Silent Sam – was torn down by activists fed up by the administration’s lack of action. Danielle 
Purifoy explains, 
Silent Sam represents not only the swift and mundane violence of armed and 
overcompensating mostly white men from right-wing terrorist groups and police 
departments, but also the slow and smiling violence of many mostly white administrators 
and faculty at white schools across this country – who place an economic and social 
chokehold on the parameters of our political and intellectual existence on campus as they 
titillate themselves publicly with proclamations of diversity and inclusion (emphasis by 
author)6. 
 
I realized the histories and discourse of liberalism of the university and of Chapel Hill-Carrboro 
work to erase a history of racial capitalism within this community. Racial capitalism not only 





through race, racial subjection, and racial differences (Lowe 2015), it allows us to understand 
how any “progress” under liberalism is dependent on the subjugation of Black and other people 
of color. Therefore, if CHCCS can be regarded as one of the top school districts in North 
Carolina, if Chapel Hill can be seen as “the southern slice of heaven,” and if UNC can symbolize 
“the light on the hill,” then we must talk about the racial violence and injustice that has been 
foundational in the development of these institutions and community.  
 This thesis is grounded on the interlocking system that is public education in the United 
States, where success in a public school district is closely associated with a person’s race, class, 
and geographic location. By interrogating the paradox of a “successful” school district that 
consistently fails to serve students of color, this thesis contributes to scholarship demonstrating 
that education is a deeply geographic and an urgent political problem (Nguyen, Cohen, and Huff 
2017). It centers the Chapel Hill-Carrboro school district as a critical site of social reproduction 
implicated in geographic processes dependent on anti-Black racism.    
THEORETICAL OVERVIEW: 
 
This thesis explores the relationship between education, schooling, and anti-Black violence. In 
this section, I assemble scholarship on geographies of education, spatial understandings of race, 
and the politics of Blackness that this study draws on.  
(Critical) Geographies of Education 
 
Scholars have long thought about the reproduction of capitalism through education, highlighting 
how students “learn to labor” by developing and training students for their eventual participation 
in the economy (Bowles and Gintis 1976; Willis 1977; Mitchell 2017). The restructuring of 
capitalist economies – presently driven by globalization, neoliberalization, and knowledge 
economy formation – reflects the restructuring of both grade school and higher education. Under 
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“the widespread and profound restructuring underway in advanced capitalist sectors” (Thiem 
2009), geographers have analyzed topics such as accessibility, school choice, student migration, 
education industries, and knowledge economy formation (e.g. Mitchell 2003; Lewis 2005; Olds 
and Thrift 2005; Warrington 2005; Waters 2006; Smith and Gergan 2015).  
 An analysis of education can also lead to an understanding of racial and ethnic 
segregation (Lipman 2011). For example, geographers have studied the relationship between the 
neoliberal school performance regimes (exam scores) contributing to the destruction of working-
class communities of color and neighborhood schools (Bradford 1991; Harris and Mercier 2000; 
Webber and Butler 2007). Geographers have also focused on how the educational systems, 
institutions, and practices influence changes beyond the formal boundaries of education. In other 
words, how education is making space. Asking how does particular modes of educational 
provisions and regulation shape inequality, migration, representations of space, or capital flows 
become questions with geopolitical implications. 
 For geographers, schooling can be seen as “a lynchpin for a range of social, political, and 
economic processes impacting individuals and communities” (Katz 2008; Brown 2015). By 
considering the socio-spatial politics of schooling, geographers place school spaces as centers of 
community life as well as sites of identity formation and where values are instilled (Collins and 
Coleman 2008). Processes of urban restructuring such as gentrification and displacement have 
allowed scholars to analyze how middle-class gentrifiers/parents use resources to remake local 
schools into “good” schools (Butler, Hamnett, Ramsden 2013) and think how schools “actively 
shape how people experience their communities and define neighborhood imaginaries (Hankins 
2007). While these works have looked at the role of education in shaping geographies and vice 
versa, I draw on Nguyen, Cohen, and Huff’s (2017) call that critical geographic work on 
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education needs to “draw more from geographic scholarship that integrates critical political, 
social, and cultural theory” in order to “attend to how co-constitutive ordering systems, such as 
racism, sexism, and colonialism, shape and are shaped by schools.” 
Spatiality of Racial Capitalism and Racism 
 
As George Lipsitz (2011) wrote, “we learn that race is produced by space, that it takes places for 
racism to take place.” However, race is often seen as a “blind spot” in the discipline of 
geography and its understanding of how space is produced (Shabazz 2015). As a response to this 
blind spot, Black scholars and activists within and outside the discipline have sought to explain 
“the complex spatialities of Black life, oppression, resistance, and radical imagination” 
(Hawthorne 2019). Working with the interventions of Black Geographies and Black geographic 
thought allows us to realize that the production of difference is always about the production of 
space – a reminder that “black matters are spatial matters” (McKittrick 2006).  
Scholars engaging with Black Geographies have theorized a spatial analysis of the 
relationship between racism and capitalism. Drawing on the work of Cedric Robinson (1983), 
the co-constitutive relationship between racism and capitalism “is both structured by and 
structuring space” (Hawthorne 2019; Bledsoe & Wright 2018). In other words, the need of racial 
differentiating in capitalism always takes a spatial form. Thus, processes of slavery, colonialism, 
and anti-Black violence is bound up with capitalist accumulation. For these scholars, an analysis 
of political economy and economic development is intimately tied with the processes of 
racialized dispossession, environmental destruction, and white supremacy (Purifoy 2018; 
Vasudevan 2019; Woods 2017). Our present climate of gentrification, displacement, uneven 
development, and spatial segregation reinforces social and spatial forces to naturalize Black and 
other working-class communities of color as deserving of racism. When Black communities are 
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described as crime-ridden and blamed for their own conditions that produce their inequality, 
Black geographies are naturalized as “those long occupied by the wretched of the earth: the 
geographies of the homeless, the jobless, the incarcerated, the invisible laborers, the 
impoverished, the abandoned, the unescaped” (McKittrick and Woods 2007).  
On the contrary, whiteness “requires the construction of a devalued and even demonized 
Blackness to be credible and legitimate” (Lipsitz 2011). In the United States, residential 
segregation manifested into the concrete spatial form of white supremacy. Years of racist 
policies have allowed white families to acquire property and hoard amenities and resources. 
White spaces become representative of idealized pure spaces of property ownership and 
individual success while the artificially constricted housing market has confined Black families 
to neighborhoods deprived of resources. This results in wealthy white communities having a 
central purpose for the augmentation and concentration of private wealth for white families. The 
spatiality of racism allows us to see how “it makes the lives and property of some people worth 
more than the lives and property of others” (Lipsitz 2011; 41). 
(Anti)Blackness 
 
Christina Sharpe notes that “the weather is the totality of our environments; the weather is the 
total climate; and that climate is antiblack” (Sharpe 2016: 104). “Race” emerged as a socially 
constructed category that validated and prioritized European rationality through biological and/or 
cultural difference (Wynter 1995, 2003). An antiblack climate accepts that our world is 
constructed and shaped by hierarchies of value created by racial capitalism and trans-Atlantic 
slave trade. Afro-Pessimists argue that civil society as we understand and live in it is (in)formed 
by the dehumanizing condition of chattel slavery. They claim that civil society, therefore, is 
inherently antithetical to all manifestations of Black social life, yet requires Blackness for its 
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political economic, ontological, epistemological, and spatial coherence (Hartman 1997; Sexton 
2016; Sharpe 2016; Wilderson 2010). Thus, Blackness becomes associated with premature and 
social death that intimately links historical slavery with contemporary anti-Black racism, such as 
the prison-industrial complex (Rodriguez 2011; Alexander 2012). 
Black post-slave communities face a “corporeal predicament” (McKittrick 2017), pulled 
between chattel slavery’s obdurate afterlife that equates Blackness with non-humanity (Hartman 
2007; Wynter 1994) and “struggles to assert and reinvent black humanity as fantastic” 
(McKittrick 2017: 98). Racism is rendered atmospheric (Fanon 2004), “an all-encompassing and 
dynamic force field that distributes life and death unevenly” (Mawani 2015: 3), producing 
racialized populations as surplus.  
RESEARCH QUESTIONS  
Drawing on the literatures outlined above, this thesis investigates the following: 
How is the Chapel Hill Carrboro City Schools seen as a site of racial capitalism? What is the 
relationship of the university town to the local school district? 
 
What is the relationship of anti-Blackness and diversity and multiculturalism in CHCCS? 
 
What is the relationship between carceral power and public schools? How are schools seen as a 




This project draws on a variety of qualitative approaches to research: 1) participant observations; 
2) interviews; 3) content analysis; and 4) critical historiography.  
Participant observations 
 
Given the history of the discipline of geography and social science research (Smith, 2012), one 
must always be cautious of how a researcher engages with such methodologies. Ethnographic 
and participant observations does not mean I sat in the back during meetings with a pen and 
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notepad while others went about their business. In an attempt to develop and maintain political 
commitments and blur the line of objective research, I attended monthly formal meetings by 
activist groups, community forums on education, and was present in a few school board meetings 
where activists were present and speaking that day. In these meetings, I shared insights I was 
gaining through archival records and discussions with other community members. I also actively 
participated by often times being the notetaker in meetings or volunteered to take on a role where 
I could assist using some of the skills and resources I could offer. This included creating flyers, 
translating, and door-knocking to pass out these flyers. It is also important to note that my 
“official” data does not stem from any formal meetings that I was a part of as that would indicate 
a breach in the relationships I formed and go against the IRB’s protocol of consent. Members 
knew I was working on my thesis, but I never joined meetings and organizations for the sole 
purpose of “collecting” data. While certain moments and phrases in meetings have shaped this 
project and my thinking, the strategies, information, and agenda discussed in these meetings 
remain confidential.  
Interviews 
 
Along with the “active” participant observations, I conducted semi-structured and unstructured 
interviews with key participants such as current and former students, staff members, parents, 
former teachers, and community activists. Semi-structured were more formal, often scheduled, in 
restaurants, coffee shops, at Weaver Street Market, living rooms, and sitting down in the hallway 
of Graham Memorial Hall on campus and lasted usually from an hour to two hours long. 
Between the spring of 2018 to summer of 2019, I conducted 10 semi-structured interviews with 
community activists (5), former CHCCS students (3), and former teachers (2). Unstructured 
interviews occurred as casual conversations. After these conversations, I would jot down key 
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details and phrases I remembered, and I sometimes would follow up for taped interviews and 
draw on key quotes from previous interactions. Often times, however, and especially with my 
interactions and conversations with current students during my Youth Organizing Institute’s 
Freedom School workshops, those notes and casual conversations shaped the broader ethos of 
this entire project. 
Content Analysis 
 
Reviewing official school documents such as the CHCCS Equity Plan and CHCCS Strategic 
Goals, and newspaper articles from The Daily Tarheel and The News & Observer was conducted 
to contextualize the racial logics at work at UNC and the Chapel Hill-Carrboro community and 
school system. I used a schematic analysis of these documents that entailed looking for 
repetitions, omissions, and patterns across an array of texts. This approach was not only 
informed by my informal and formal conversations with the community members, but these 
documents shaped the meaning of my understanding of key concepts such as racial capitalism 
and carceral power. 
Critical historiography 
 
A critical historiography aims to politicize the making of historical knowledge that often times 
legitimizes colonial and racial rule through dominant historical narratives (De Certeau, 1988). 
These narratives are usually constructed through the silence and erasure of marginalized 
perspectives. Thus, oral histories with those from marginalized groups are valuable methods for 
gaining insight and first-hand accounts of how race and racism operates. They also serve as 
counter-narrative to official archives and narratives that omit and erase the livelihoods of Black 
and other people of color. I attempt to place this project in a longer genealogy of UNC students 
that have documented the injustices at and by UNC, student and community resistance, and 
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stories of the struggle of desegregation of CHCCS and UNC. The works of Yonni Chapman 
(1995; 2006), Charlotte Fryar (2019), Mike Dimpfl (2016), Dwana Waugh (2012), Jennifer 
Nardone (2002) and Grace Tatter (2014) provided valuable and necessary background that 
centered Black voices and struggles at UNC and Chapel Hill-Carrboro. Additionally, these 
dissertations and theses provided a roadmap to oral histories in the Southern Oral History 
Program and archival material stored in Wilson Library’s North Carolina Collection, Southern 
Historical Collection, and the University Archives.  
SITUATING THE AUTHOR 
 
I wonder if it’s because my sister and I are children of immigrant parents, but my mom 
successfully instilled in us the romanticizing idea that education was linked to the wellbeing of 
our future. My older sister and I, both growing up in working class neighborhoods of Miami, 
always relatively did well and never had “disciplinary issues” in schools as we navigated the 
public school system. In fact, I always credit my time in the International Baccalaureate (IB) 
program in high school as the reason why I wanted to study a social science during 
undergraduate and graduate school. After all, it was in high school where I learned about 
revolutionary movements in Latin America, began developing the analytical language to critique 
capitalism, got introduced to community organizing, and even read a few novels and textbooks 
that gave me a better understanding of my family’s history and position in this society.  
Since my mom enrolled me in school through the Head Start program – a program 
designed to help low-income children enroll in preschool – I have only known public schools 
and public universities. In a way, my mom wasn’t wrong. But retrospectively speaking, I find her 
pressing emphasis for us to do well in school as just a strategy of survival in capitalist America. 
It was her way of telling us that we needed to play by the rules, or we would struggle in the 
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future. While I feel indebted to the teachers, friends, and classmates that allowed me to succeed 
in school, I constantly think back at how I have always been in the group that has benefitted from 
tracking and sorting practices. However, being in schools that were about 95% Latinx in 
elementary and middle school obscured the school’s ability to racialize students disguised as 
academic achievement. It wasn’t until high school, where I attended a predominately Black 
school in a Haitian immigrant community, that advanced classes were not only racialized, but the 
IB program provided the best resources to the small selected group of students and also excused 
students from the same disciplinary punishment that the rest of the students in the school faced. 
As I was attaining the best education the school could offer to secure the best possible future for 
myself, I was simultaneously participating in the re-segregation of schools.  
 Conversely, it was around this same time where the world was witnessing massive social 
movements against education injustices. In 2012, the Chicago Teacher’s Union went on strike 
for the first time in 25 years in a stance against the racist neoliberal assault on public education 
and during the same time, university students in Chile were confronting the legacies of a fascist 
dictatorship and demanding for free higher education in the country. Seeing educators and 
students organize and struggle for a better quality of education prompted me to engage in 
organizing efforts to educate and encourage parents to opt-out their child from standardized 
testing in Miami. These exams were and still are central to the destruction of public education as 
teaching became synonymous with “teaching to pass the test” that often times determined a 
teacher’s job security and funding for the school. 
 Fast forward to 2017 when I started graduate school at UNC. While I originally thought 
my research would be about teacher union organizing and social movements struggling for 
education justice, the right to education was always at the heart of all my inquiries. Being in a 
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new community, I felt a sense of responsibility of conducting a project that was guided by the 
injustices happening right across the street from campus. I began by solely focusing on how 
racial capitalism was working in and through the school system, but I was quickly realizing that 
the border between the university and the broader community were not as defined as I thought. 
As shown with the issues around the confederate statue Silent Sam, the injustices occurring on 
campus were mirroring the ones occurring in the Chapel Hill-Carrboro community. As stated 
throughout this thesis, the development of Chapel Hill is intimately tied to the ambitions of 
UNC.  
My first 3 years of a graduate student and living in this community has consisted of 
witnessing how these institutions, UNC-CH and CHCCS, have the ability to act as a safe place 
for Black and other students of color but ultimately dehumanize them in the process through 
various means. White supremacist statues, buildings named after white supremacists, white 
epistemologies, white curriculum, racist microaggressions, discipline and punishment. My 
engagement with literature in Black studies, and more specifically to Afropessimism, isn’t to say 
that I came to learn about Black premature death and the afterlife of slavery through texts and 
therefore needed to implement it in my thinking and writing as a non-Black person of color. It is 
also not used for career advancement purposes. Instead, I view Black studies as an ethical and 
political commitment that aims to end the devaluation of racialized lives and bodies as it speaks 
to the urgency of needing to rethink the purpose and function of our education institutions. It is 
political writing that shakes the foundations of our institutions and epistemologies to its core and 
calls for a new understanding of humanity and the human. 
Do I still believe in the promise of public education – as currently constructed? I’m not 
really sure. Alongside the identification markers of graduate student, scholar and researcher in 
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training, I consider myself an educator and it’s why I’m invested in highlighting and struggling 
against injustices in schools. Our current educational institutions have allowed me to teach, learn 
and as Fred Moten says, study with other people. But despite somehow surviving through and 
resisting in several of them, I know they’re not sustainable. How much longer can we invest in 
institutions that mark students successful at the expense of failing, disciplining, and punishing 
others? Angela Davis says that the period of Reconstruction remains the most radical era in 
United States history (Davis, 2016). It was only after the abolition of slavery that newly freed 
Black people advocated for the development of a public education system. So then, what if the 
current education system has run its course? Maybe a new education system awaits after 
abolition of our current systems and structures.  
SUMMARY 
 
In the following chapter of this thesis, titled “Racial Capitalist Schooling in the University 
Town,” I examine the CHCCS district as a particular site of racial capitalism structured by the 
university town. Centering the structural violence between the University of North Carolina and 
the broader Chapel Hill-Carrboro community points to the anti-Blackness that is deeply 
embedded where the school district is located. I place the university as the institution that 
structures social reproduction for the community to think through how racialization and liberal 
principals are reinforced by the school district.  
In “A Theoretical Interlude of Domestic Geopolitics,” I review Vasudevan and Smith’s 
(2020) framework of “domestic geopolitics” in Chapter 3 and ask how the framework can further 
extend our analysis of education injustices and movements throughout different temporalities 
and geographies. I find this chapter to be more of a theoretical exercise to think about the 
potential of the framework when speaking about the Chapel Hill-Carrboro school system and the 
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activism that occurs in the community. Finally, I conclude this thesis with Chapter 4, “Carceral 
Education, Abolition Futurity” by examining the role of carceral power in CHCCS. I show how 
schools in Chapel Hill-Carrboro are spaces where carceral logics are embedded in the school 
system by the uneven realities that Black and other students of color experience. I also link 
CHCCS and the purpose of schooling to liberal world-making practices that focuses on 
individual and linear ideas of progress and improvement. Lastly, I conclude the chapter by 
suggesting that our first step to break away from reforms that reinforce racial hierarchies might 









On June 2019, the local Board of Education for Chapel Hill Carrboro City Schools (CHCCS) in 
North Carolina held a school board meeting to discuss potential changes to the district’s 
“Academically or Intellectually Gifted” (AIG) program. In the public comments section, a white 
mother stood at the podium to address the board members: 
 
I am a parent of three gifted students in our district. One of the reasons why we moved 
into our district is because the wonderful things we heard about your AIG program. 
Sadly, in my 12 months of being in this district, we have seen the program starting to get 
chipped away little by little. And I’m here tonight to speak to some of the concerns I have 
as an AIG parent… 
 
My son is a highly performing student and he comes home bored at the end of the day. 
Therefore, we have to seek outside enrichment for him. I drive him to Morrisville on 
Friday nights…for him to go to another learning academy just to help him reach his 
potential. He’s there from 5:30 to 7:30 at night on a Friday evening because he is not 
being challenged in our current school district...I don’t know about you parents here but 
that’s the last thing I want to be doing on a Friday night – is driving a son who wants to 
succeed and do his best to a program that I am paying a lot of money for because it is not 
being delivered in our school district right now… 
 
I feel that this is a weak link that we need to solve before we vote on it next week. The 
third point I would like to make is not just about my experience growing up…or my 
child’s current experience which is very sad. I’m also a real estate agent. We’re losing 
clients because our gifted services are falling short. They [gifted students] have the right 
to succeed like every other student in this district and it’s sad for my son and other 
children in the district who need these services to not get them fulfilled… 
 
High stakes. Success. Exigence. Competitiveness. Ownership. Such remarks by “AIG parents” 
living in the CHCCS school district are not unique. In fact, these parents will suggest they 
invested moving within district lines just to send their children to the local schools. Despite this 
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parent’s anger and belief that the school district needed to provide a more academically 
challenging gifted education, Chapel Hill and its neighboring town of Carrboro make up one of 
the top ranked school districts in the entire state of North Carolina in regards to average SAT 
scores, graduation rates, the highest enrollment of students in the gifted and talented program, 
and spending nearly 3 times more money per student than the state average.  
Additionally, Chapel Hill and Carrboro has been an attractive location for parents due to 
the influence that the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) has had on the broader 
community. As conservatives have deemed the university and community as being too liberal, 
local residents have seen the university as the “light on the hill” that has brought enlightenment 
to a backward and bigoted region (Chapman 2006). Like other towns in the U.S where top public 
universities are located, Chapel Hill-Carrboro “appeals to the conscience of white liberals” 
(Black Youth Project 2017). 
Despite the CHCCS district’s “success,” it is also an example of how good schools in 
affluent college towns are not equitable ones for Black and Latinx students (The Atlantic 2017; 
Maranto and Dean 2015). In recent years, the spotlight has been placed on politically progressive 
university towns with prestigious universities such as UC Berkeley, UNC at Chapel Hill, and the 
University of Michigan for having such prevalent racial inequality in the town’s local school 
district. In Chapel Hill-Carrboro, the majority of students in the AIG program are white, CHCCS 
has the 3rd highest achievement gap in the entire United States between Black students and their 
white classmates, and a student is nearly 14 times more likely to be suspended if they are a Black 
student in the district. However, analyzing the racial discrepancies in the university town’s 
school district requires an understanding of spatial complexity, where internal school factors are 
in relationship with the broader social forces that shape the community (Thomas, 2016). When I 
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hear a parent complain about how the school district is failing her gifted child and how the 
school district will lose “clients” in the midst of the staggering disparities and realities between 
Black students and white gifted students in the same school district, I am reminded that CHCCS 
exemplifies the material and lived realities of how whiteness operates as a system of power and 
domination.   
While recent literature bridging geography and education have mainly analyzed 
schooling in working-class Black communities (Nguyen, Cohen, and Huff 2017), this study 
extends this scholarship by mainly focusing on Black families in a school district with low 
poverty and a community where local government and community members frequently organize 
events on racism and education disparities. In this case, I link Chapel Hill and Carrboro’s point 
of pride of being a progressive oasis with a history intimately linked to the university. I decided 
to approach this project as a form of “activist scholarship” where research is “in dialogue, 
collaboration, alliance with people who are struggling to better their lives” (Hale, 2008). My 
engagement with community members participating in education activism in Chapel Hill-
Carrboro informed me how these narratives of exceptionalism of UNC and Chapel Hill were not 
only false but contributing to the erasure of anti-Black violence that created the conditions for 
the present-day injustices in the community.  
My focus on this particular university town is not to suggest that anti-Blackness is unique 
to this area, nor that we should find this surprising. Instead, an analysis of UNC’s relationship to 
the local public school system expands the conversation of placing the university “as a 
geopolitical actor with particular investments that link education, everyday life and global 
connection” (Dimpfl and Smith 2018). Thus, I analyze how the possibility for life in Chapel Hill-
Carrboro, specifically through its local public school system, has been produced through a 
 
 22 
relationship of structural anti-Black violence between UNC and Chapel Hill-Carrboro. As the 
university and Chapel Hill-Carrboro have been characterized as the beacon of liberalism for the 
region, this provides us the opportunity to examine the limitations of the liberal imaginary in a 
university town located in the U.S South and offers an ideal setting to study the limitations of 
liberalism.  
Building from my ethnographic research and interviews with activists, parents, and 
former CHCCS students, I argue that the workings of racial capitalism and liberalism of the 
university town allows for the racialization of families and students to occur in the local school 
system. I divide this chapter into four sections. In the first section, I bring together critical race 
studies within the developing literature on geographies of education. The second section 
provides an outline of the university’s role as the institution that structures and organizes the 
social reproduction of the community. Third, I explain how the racialization of families and 
students in the school district occurs through the uplifting of white families and students at the 
expense of Black life. I conclude by addressing how parenting under racial capitalism and 
liberalism reproduces and maintains an education system built by anti-Black violence. 
Literature Review: 
 
Liberalism and Racial Capitalism as Co-Constitutive 
 
The usage of liberalism, or being liberal, in Chapel Hill-Carrboro is mainly used to demarcate 
this community as having different politics than the rest of North Carolina and in U.S South. 
While this blue-red divide plays an important role in the structuring of the area, I focus on how 
“liberal philosophy, culture, economics, and government have been commensurate with, and 
deeply implicated in, colonialism, slavery, and empire” (Lowe 2015). Thus, liberal democracy’s 
promises of individual freedom and equality are grounded on gendered and racialized logics of 
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personhood as property (Ranganathan 2016) due to the subjugation and enslavement of Black 
and Indigenous peoples (Harris, 1993). Liberalism must be seen as a project entrenched in the 
continuation of racial capitalism and settler colonialism (McCreary and Milligan 2018). 
Scholars focusing on the connections between political economy and anti-Blackness have 
provided a framework of racial capitalism to centralize the role of slavery and racism in the 
development of global capitalism (Gilmore, 2007; Robinson, 1983). As a result of anti-Black 
violence being a necessary condition for the accumulation of capital (Bledsoe and Wright, 2018), 
the dehumanizing condition of chattel slavery is extended to present. Blackness is “positioned as 
the boundary between humanness and nonhumanness” (Vasudevan, 2019) and the precarities of 
the afterlife of slavery – “the skewed life chances, limited access to health and education, 
premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment” (Hartman, 2007) have come to unevenly 
shape US Black geographies. Such dynamics disqualify non-white people from full-humanity 
and sorted as a racialized surplus population confined to zones of organized abandonment 
(Gilmore 2007). For geography of education scholars, schooling and education reforms can 
facilitate the necessary conditions for racial capitalist restructuring of communities (Huff, 2015; 
Lipman, 2011). 
Turn to Education 
 
Education as an institutional space becomes a site where the pathology of Blackness is 
manifested and naturalized. Lewis (2010) defines this as necroschooling, meaning a form of 
“education that is more concerned with abandonment than with social investment, protection.” 
The “failures” of students of color in schools is thus attributed to the families and communities 
of which they come from (Dhillon 2017), contributing to the narrative that non-white families do 
not value education (153). These essentialized ideas are linked to the universalization of the 
 
 24 
liberal humanist subject (Wynter, 2003). The invention of Man overrepresenting the human is 
rooted in how Europe represents “world civilization” alongside African enslavement, Latin 
American conquest, and Asian subjugation” (Wynter, 2003). In order for Man to be represented 
as “world humanness,” Black and Indigenous ways of being are distinguished and categorized as 
abnormal and differentiated according to the hierarchal degrees of rationality (McKittrick, 2006).   
Furthermore, curriculum scholars have analyzed how the invention of the humanist 
subject is constructed through the child (Ohito 2016). Children actively participate in world-
making practices and their current state of being is also about who they will eventually become. 
According to Kromidas (2019), the development of certain children, or who she calls “the child 
of Man,” through education and schooling reproduces hierarchies of humanness, naturalizes and 
depoliticizes the “achievement gap” and allows for the condemning of working-class Black and 
brown children by the continual measurement, evaluation, and ranking of students (Kromidas 
2019). The reproduction and affirmation of the white human as normative through practices, test 
scores, and discourses compels white parents, teachers, and students to view themselves as the 
standard and often time saviors of Black and brown people. In the section that follows, I examine 
the relationship between UNC, liberalism, and racial capitalism to understand the impacts on the 
community and local school district.  
Chapel Hill is UNC, UNC is Chapel Hill: 
 
As I conducted an interview with a UNC alumna who was born and raised in Chapel Hill 
and attended CHCCS schools, she took a minute early on to clarify something in her statements: 
I wanna just say Chapel Hill instead of saying ‘UNC and Chapel Hill’ because Chapel 




Summer went on to explain how “it’s so concrete on people’s minds that this place is a haven of 
any systematic oppression...that’s the way Chapel Hill sorta sustains itself. Through this 
narrative that is a lie.”  
Campus and community activists have interrogated UNC’s moniker, “the University of 
the people” – received for its commitment to academic freedom and civic ethos for North 
Carolinians and the rest of the region – by showing the impossibility to delink white supremacy 
with the built environment of the institution and community. Light has been shed on the role of 
enslaved labor in the building of the nation’s first public university and more recent struggles 
include the university’s contentious relationship with Black housekeepers, a movement led by 
Black students to rename a building named after a KKK leader, and the eventual toppling of the 
confederate statue on campus by activists.  
In 2015, a coalition of UNC student organizations delivered “A Collective Response to 
Anti-Blackness” letter to school officials, the Board of Governors, and the North Carolina 
General Assembly stating, “There is no institutional will to enact a shift away from white 
supremacist, patriarchal capitalism. There is no institutional will to recognize the anti-Blackness 
that stains the very roots of this University.” As students and campus workers have dealt with the 
university’s role with slavery, Jim Crow segregation, and institutional racism, the workings of 
anti-Blackness cannot be isolated to only within the walls of the institution (Menefee, 2018; 
Dimpfl and Smith, 2018). 
 “Universities, not jails” has been used as a slogan to promote an alternative to 
incarceration, but what if we, as Moten and Harney (2013) asks us, begin to see how “the 
university produces incarceration as the product of its negligence.” While I am not using 
incarceration in its literal meaning per se, I highlight how UNC’s own enforcement of Jim Crow 
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and anti-Black violence on campus limited and denied resources and opportunities to the wider 
Black community of Chapel Hill, especially if we begin to talk about UNC as the company to 
Chapel Hill – “an economic, social, cultural, and political juggernaut shaping the lives and 
livelihoods of thousands of people” (Dimpfl, 2016).  
 In an overview of Orange County history between 1752-1952, the authors discuss the 
history of UNC by saying “it is important to note that the village of Chapel Hill grew as the 
University grew…Chapel Hill has never depended upon any business other than this service to 
the university” (Lefler and Wager, 1953). It is described that both Chapel Hill and Carrboro 
residents furnished boarding houses, stores, clothing shops and other businesses for the needs of 
a university community. However, this historical account would have anyone believe both white 
and Black Chapel Hill residents had the same relationship with the university. Community 
activists and scholars who have focused on the history of local employment and community 
relations of UNC paint a highly uneven and racialized relationship – “white neighborhoods 
gained public services at the expense of black neighborhoods and white institutions, like public 
schools and the university, advanced at the expense of black institutions” (Chapman 2006). 
Access and quality of education become key to understanding how Black residents were hired as 
low wage university employees.  
In 2009, the Chapel Hill Carrboro City Schools celebrated its centennial anniversary as a 
school district. As a result, CHCCS produced a four-part series of videos chronicling the history 
of the history. In the first video titled “The Beginning (1909-1929),” the narrator begins: 
In 1908, a group of university professors at the University of North Carolina began to 
have conversations about how to improve the quality of education in the community in 




Prior to this, white Chapel Hill residents relied on small private schools for their children’s 
education. A year later in 1909, the North Carolina General Assembly issued a charter creating 
the Chapel Hill school district and a special tax to support it7, becoming the only separate 
educational administrative unit in Orange County. With affluent white residents affiliated with 
the university leading the charge in the creation of the local public school system, there was no 
provision for Black children’s education. Black residents were left to create their own privately 
funded school, to be eventually known as the Orange County Training School, in the shadows of 
a bourgeoning institution of higher learning. Since the inception of public education in Chapel 
Hill, it has been a means for “victorious whiteness” – or whiteness that takes precedence over all 
other races – to be manifested (Olund 2017). White life and futures of well-resourced families 
began to cement their power in the community.  
As Jim Crow violence heightened and opportunities were minimal for the Black 
community, it has been argued that the need to retain and train Black workers and the town’s 
“progressive” culture induced white officials to develop an educational system for Black 
residents (Waugh 2012). A segregated black education system paved the way for black teachers 
and administrators to defer and reinforce existing norms for respectable white society. Education 
would be a means for Black residents to learn the following principles: “1) a high regard and 
respect for religion and good morals; 2) respect for law and order; 3) self-control, fellowship and 
race pride.”8 Scholars focusing on the reproduction of capitalism through education, specifically 
in the West, have highlighted how students “learn to labor” – developing and training students 
for their eventual participation in the economy (Willis 1977; Mitchell 2017). Conversely, reading 
 
7 This still stands 
 
8 “Condemn Dancing” Chapel Hill Weekly, February 14, 1924 
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through the lens of racial capitalism will have us understand how schooling was racialized for 
the purpose of shifting relations between the town and university. By 1930, the university was 
the main employer of Black labor in the community. 
Capitalism’s predatory nature does not produce anti-Blackness as a secondary effect. 
Capital’s reliance on anti-Black violence is how Black communities are rendered as 
“ungeographic” (Bledsoe and Wright 2018; McKittrick and Woods 2007). In Chapel Hill, the 
need of labor in an expanding university created a population of workers that were subject to 
exploitation and discrimination. The town’s economic dependency on the university allowed for 
capital accumulation and social reproduction in the community to be a deeply racialized process. 
On one hand, Black community members were confined to segregated low wage jobs with 
limited housing and education opportunities. On the other hand, Chapel Hill continued to gain 
regional and national recognition for the work occurring at UNC (The Institute for Research in 
the Social Sciences at UNC became “the single most important academic agency for the 
promotion of Southern regionalism in the social sciences”).9   
In the late 19th century, UNC would become a central figure for development in the New 
South, with commercial elites emphasizing the role of the state university for a bourgeoning 
industrial economy. During Jim Crow violence at its peak, UNC was seen as an institution with 
moral and intellectual leadership as it housed administrators and faculty that openly spoke about 
the evils of sharecropping, lynching, and segregation. By the 1930s, Howard Odum and other 
sociologists housed at UNC refuted theories of biological inferiority of African Americans and 
pushed forward a research and political agenda of racial gradualism (Woods, 2017). The 
university faculty and administration constructed the narrative that contributed to UNC and 
 
9 From Woods (2017). 
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Chapel Hill cementing itself as a leader for racial tolerance did not translate to racial justice for 
Black Chapel Hill residents.   
In his work Development Arrested, Clyde Woods highlights (1998/2017) how discourse 
of evolutionary racial gradualism, led by UNC, would promote national unity, regional integrity, 
and economic growth while still “preserving the traditional structures of domination in the post-
apartheid South” (135). UNC’s promotion of interracial cooperation and civic equality never 
sought to end the economic, social, and spatial segregation experienced by the Black community 
where the university stands. Take for instance, how UNC actually owned and operated most 
public utilities like power, water, and telephone systems in town up until the mid-1970s 
(Chapman, 2006). A 1943 study of Chapel Hill’s black community conducted by one of Howard 
Odum’s students showed “although the campus and surrounding white neighborhoods got 
electric lights by the turn of the century, as late as 1944 parts of the black community of Chapel 
Hill had no electricity” (Chapman, 2006). 
This contradiction is a product of how racial capitalism is maintained through the project 
of liberalism. As Lowe (2015) argues, liberal myths of liberty and civilization serve to not only 
subjugate enslaved, indigenous, and colonized people but also obscures the violence enacted on 
them. In Chapel Hill, the relationship between UNC and the town demonstrated the reproduction 
of racial difference at the center of the development of a public university and its surrounding 
community, specifically through the school system.  
I contend that the culmination of these discourses and practices allows us to understand 
how the racialization of Black community members needs to be seen “as a conglomerate of 
sociopolitical relations that discipline humanity into full humans, not-quite-humans, and 
nonhumans” (Weheliye 2014). More specifically, it allowed for whiteness and white people – 
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through liberalism and racial capitalism – to form a “possessive communitarianism” that enables 
white Chapel Hill residents to draw on “discourses of tradition, historical memory, and racial 
difference” to be rendered normative subjects (Menefee 2018; Hesse 2007). In the section that 
follows, I shift my focus to how the current public school system contributes to the continuous 
racialization of Chapel Hill that causes the devaluing and dehumanization of Black families and 
students.  
The Continuing Consolidation of Whiteness: 
 
I would describe Chapel Hill as a town that was built from a university that was built on 
slavery and white supremacy and that without white supremacy and slavery, this town 
wouldn’t exist. And it only continues to exist and “thrive” because of white supremacy 
today. It’s palpable to me and I think once people wake up you can just feel the energy 
here…it makes your bones shake, you can feel the violence that was forced onto people 
who built this place. You can feel the disconnection between all of the workers and the 
people who are struggling, who are also entirely the reason this town can continue to 
operate. And the disconnection between them and the people who benefit from it…the 
people who get to benefit from this incredibly wealthy white supremacist system that is 
sort of entrenched in the narrative of not being neither of those things. It’s weird because 
it exposes this whole new part of white supremacy that we don’t like to talk about. That 
it’s not rednecks or poor white people or people with confederate flags – though it is 
those people too – but it is the academics, and the presidents…there’s a specificity to 
UNC’s white supremacy that I think is actually more representative of white supremacy 
than the other places we look to find it and that it’s the academics and the people who are 
writing the stories and the people who won’t say the wrong thing but are doing more 
wrong than anyone. (Interview with Summer) 
 
Discussing racial violence in this university town can be challenging because the narrative of the 
progressive liberal town would have us believe that overt forms of anti-Black racism, such as 
hyper-surveillance and policing, does not really occur in Chapel Hill-Carrboro. As Summer notes 
however, this particular university town adds nuance to how we talk about white supremacy and 
spatialized racial violence. By shifting the focus from the historically physical and spatial 
violence directly imposed by UNC onto the Black community, I am not suggesting that the 
inequalities materialized through the local public school system happens in isolation to the 
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university. On the contrary, examining the traces of past violence allows us to recognize how 
anti-Blackness continues to be reproduced in “liberal humanist institutions” (Lowe 2015) of the 
present. It is a shift from overt forms of racialized violence to the mundane and everyday 
workings of the school system and the people who sustain and allow for these legacies and 
hierarchies to remain uninterrupted and reinforced.  
Just as UNC created the possibilities of a white liberal subject through its expansion and 
exploitative relationship with the Black community, CHCCS needs to be examined as a site 
where “the human” is only legible through certain practices and achievements. During that June 
school board meeting that I mentioned to begin this chapter, at least three white parents 
specifically stated that their move to the Chapel Hill-Carrboro area was motivated by the high 
performing school district. By a parent saying, “we’re losing clients because our gifted services 
are failing,” it assumed a clientelistic relationship between those who are able to purchase 
property and CHCCS. In essence, it reflects how property, seen as a “set of relations that are 
discursively and materially constituted through everyday power relations” (Bonds 2019), is 
intertwined with whiteness, wealth, and education. Throughout conversations with community 
members, I was told that a family’s investment in homeownership in the school district needed to 
be seen as a form of “purchasing education” because parents, like the mother from the school 
board meeting, expect a private school education in this public school district.  
In return, the emphasis and placing such value on the students who are categorized as 
“academically or intellectually gifted,” who are majority white students, the school district is 
reproducing “static blackness” – keeping Blackness “in a purely supplementary relation to white 
futures” (Olund 2017). Centering the role of anti-Blackness in U.S public schools allows us to 
see how practices and policies have “concentrated whites in the most heavily resourced schools, 
 
 32 
and relegated Black children to underfunded schools with less experienced teachers and 
crumbling physical infrastructures” (Dumas 2016). Yet, in CHCCS, where there hasn’t been a 
“Black public school” since desegregation, anti-Blackness highlights how schools can be 
regarded as “high achieving” despite the absence of Black students in higher academic tracks 
(Dumas 2016, 17). 
The sorting of children that occurs in the early grades to identify, or track, “AIG 
students” results in students being separated along race and class lines and also language and 
citizenship status (Stark 2014). According to data from the N.C Department of Public 
Instruction, about 0.4% of the students enrolled in academically enriching programs in CHCCS 
are Black. To continue, 49% of Latinx students in CHCCS tested below grade level in math 
according to the 2018-2019 N.C. School Report Cards. And even more (or less) surprising, 
CHCCS’s “Learning Environment for Advanced Programming (LEAP), is a controversial and 
highly exclusive program that offers supplemental instruction and an advanced curriculum for 
students demonstrating “a need” for accelerated study. Students enroll by showing their 
proficiency through standardized testing. One parent quoted in the Daily Tar Heel said, “the 
program represented the first time he had ever been challenged.”10   
Statistics of CHCCS, such as high enrollment in advanced classes, standardized test 
scores, and graduation rates, do not explain how racial capitalism affects student success in this 
district. Heather, a former elementary teacher in the district with two children attending schools 
in Chapel Hill explained to me the inherent racialized and classist nature of how schools sort 
children:  
when we sort kids, we sort them largely, not entirely according to class and race 
line. Why? Because we mistake giftedness and school preparation very often. So 





recognized…we are testing opportunity and often time more than not, we’re 
testing aptitude and because of the ways race and wealth run in our country and 
particularly in our town, where there is not a large Black and brown population in 
general, and certainty many more of our students of color don’t come from high 
income families. Those opportunities are fewer. They have fewer opportunities to 
access that preparation.  
 
So when they present at school, their capacity is not recognized immediately…so 
I think there’s one huge institutional racism, displacement of wealth thing that we 
see play out…How committed are we to solving this thing as community when 
people are like ‘this isn’t my problem. 
 
The AIG program in CHCCS has long been seen as one of the reasons why white families are 
attracted to the district. In my interview with Heather, she explained how someone had explained 
to her that “in the university town, status is always been conferred not based on your amount of 
wealth but on your intellectual heft…and I think that’s where we degrade each other here.” 
Similarly in a 2016 New York Times article, “Money, Race and Success: How Your School 
District Compares” (Rich, Cox, and Bloch 2016), the CHCCS director of community relations is 
quoted saying “let’s face it, both the parents are Ph.D.’s, and that kid, no matter what happens in 
the school is pressured from kindergarten to succeed.” Liberalism functions in Chapel Hill-
Carrboro with the investment of a particular kind of gifted education by Chapel Hill-Carrboro 
parents. Through their and CHCCS’s emphasis on AIG and advancement classes, Black and 
Latinx families and children are inadvertently seen as intellectually incapable or less motivated 
than their white counterparts. 
Parents, administrators, activists, and other adults in the community are not the only ones 
that realize the effects of sorting. Students are also well aware of what separating students based 
on their test scores meant. Summer explained the following: 
S: There were four classes and it was clear based on who was in the classes what was the 
dumbest class, second dumbest, third dumbest, and the smart class. 
 




S: Yeah, it was talked among the students. Obviously, you couldn’t…Yeah, it was really 
obvious! The people who – the white students mostly – who are consistently in AIG who 
all got to be in the smartest class they also had – there’s this very obvious recognition of 
who was the smartest teacher – and they would always get the smartest teacher.  
 
CS: How about in high school? I imagine it starts picking up even more. 
 
S: So that’s a whole different ball game. Because high school is where the real tracking 
really starts happening and your entire class schedule is AIG. So you exclusively – if 
you’re a white student and you’re wealthy…you take AP and Honors classes, no 
questions about it. Even if you’re not good in a subject... And then you have at most two 
or three Black and brown students in those classes. So they’re always white dominated... 
 
S: I know of numerous instances of like friends of mine of color who were told by 
teachers and counselors that they should not take an AP or honors class and that they 
wouldn’t do well in them and that’s how our classes were segregated within the high 
school. 
 
Sojoyner (2017) writes how the investment in ideas of the individual and choice will have us 
believe “the ‘failure’ of Black youth in school or the inability of Black people to gain access to 
the housing market are all systematic of not being able to use time in the manner that would 
ensure ‘good’ choices.” On the contrary, gifted education, as an institutional tool for 
racialization, allows for a “victorious whiteness” and “infinite whiteness” (Olund 2017) to 
emerge as spatio-temporalities for students and families in Chapel Hill-Carrboro. The 
community’s early development through racial capitalist practices intimately tied to the 
university established the racial and human hierarchies in terms of who would enjoy the town for 
its quality of life and who would work and sustain those lives. Fast forward to the present, the 
local public education system was now building on these legacies of an infinite futurity rooted in 
a system of value, differencing, and othering. While a focus on white privilege can reveal how 
the desire of white families to create the best opportunities for themselves leads to the 
reproduction of racial inequality (Pulido 2015), it does not sufficiently explain how whiteness, 
liberalism, and racial capitalism work in maintaining a hierarchy of humanness. Focusing on 
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these systems of power and ideologies forces us to embrace the role institutions have in creating 
the current uneven geographies that we see in the community. Additionally, they highlight how 
investments in ideas on social mobility, choice, and meritocracy omit any structural analysis of 
power. 
  In Chapel Hill-Carrboro, this hierarchy is validated through its local public school gifted 
education program as success and academic achievement is defined by the white affluent child. 
CHCCS as a site of anti-Black violence thus allows for the continuous positioning of white and 
often liberal families as the normative subject who represents the human. CHCCS is able to veil 
the practices of life and death that liberalism and racial capitalism requires. Theoretically, a 
parent living in the Chapel Hill-Carrboro community, whether a Black low-wage UNC or a 
white professional with a Ph.D., can send their child to the same public school system in a 
community that embraces diversity, multiculturalism, and academic rigor. However, Black youth 
and families – racialized through schooling practices – are constructed as incompetent or simply, 
as the problem. In the next section, I explain how parents in CHCCS can be seen as active agents 
in the naturalization of the hierarchy of humanness.  
A Scarce Education? 
 
Every month, community groups in Chapel Hill-Carrboro come to together to host an event on 
racial and educational equity at the local library. From attending most of these events for over a 
year, it is a common occurrence to see the room filled with mostly white parents who care about 
diversity and equality. Additionally, the school district itself also promotes parents to become 
racially conscious to have a more inclusive community, even hosting a discussion of Robin 
DiAngelo’s White Fragility during the summer of 2019 led by the CHCCS Equity and Inclusion 
department. In this section I focus on how Chapel Hill-Carrboro’s parents’ reliance on liberal 
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principles reproduces the conditions that allows for racial injustice to occur in the public school 
district. In doing so, I am not arguing that racial violence is solely based on acts of individuals, 
or the “bad apples” in our racially tolerant institutions (Ahmed, 2012). Instead, I seek to explain 
how public education becomes a site where the limitations and contradictions of liberalism as a 
project for justice become visible and therefore unsustainable.  
 Blatant white resistance has had a profound role in public education in the United States. 
For example, following Brown v. Board of Education in 1954, organized white parents – 
specifically white mothers – opposed to integration preferred to shut down their local public 
schools while others led anti-busing efforts throughout the country (McRae 2018). Even in 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro, the movement towards desegregation was a slow one. Progress towards 
desegregation in the elementary school level occurred only after a Black mother, Lattice Vickers, 
successfully sued CHCCS for using race as a factor in her son’s student school assignment five 
years after the Brown decision.11 In 1966, Black high school students from the segregated, all 
Black Lincoln High School were moved to the all-white Chapel Hill High, marking the 
completion of the “desegregation” process in CHCCS after an alliance between Black high 
school students and university students and workers engaged in sit-ins, marches, and the other 
forms of direction action pressured local town and school officials (Waugh 2012; Chapman 
1995). The delay in the integration of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro public schools prompted Black 
Chapel Hill residents to call out the progressive reputation of the town. Quinton Baker expressed 
the following: 
 




Chapel Hill for me was, a wine-sipping, cheese-eating, liberal community…that talked 
again about desegregation and believing in our cause, but disagreed with how we were 
doing things.12 
 
In the 1992, CHCCS and town officials created a Blue Ribbon Task Force that found that 70% of 
Black male students and 62% of Black female students at Chapel Hill High School averaged “Ds 
and Fs.”13 The growing concern of students living two different educational realities based on 
their race and class prompted school officials to question the role of gifted education in 
perpetuating these inequities. When officials and community members advocated for the re-
shifting of resources, the discussion of gifted education echoed the debates on desegregation 
decades prior (Tatter, 2014). This incited parents to threaten to move their child to private 
schools if CHCCS “sacrificed the gifted program for the sake of social justice.”14 
 Whether it is parents telling the school board that they’ll lose “clients” if they don’t 
improve gifted education or threatening to send children to private schools, the belief in 
meritocracy – one of liberalism’s key foundation – places an obstacle in achieving justice for 
Black and Brown youth in this school system. During my interview with Heather, she said: 
I think it comes back to slightly odd, twisted dark beliefs…I do think people in this 
town…do really think they are just that much smarter than other people and I think they 
think “I’m a smart person, I married a smart person, we have smart kids, and the rest of 
these people don’t have what it takes”…I think that runs deeper than we think.  
 
This not only reproduces racist, cultural tropes that students of color are not prepared to succeed 
in schools, but it also shows how a community structured by racial capitalism forecloses 
 
12 Quinton Baker, interview by Chris McGinnis, Februrary 23, 2002, K-0838, in the Southern Oral History Program 
(#4007) in the Southern Historical Collection in Wilson Library at the University of North Carolina. 
 
13 Jennifer Nardone (2002)  
 




“people’s ability to think outside the logics of scarcity and competition.”15 In believing a child’s 
success is not attributed to the historical uneven processes that make education institutions 
favorable to affluent white community members, parents embrace a liberal individualistic 
ideology that undermines meaningful efforts to address the education gap between white students 
and students of color. It also shows how “liberalism and liberals instinctively turn to the right 
whenever their interests and the interests of property and capital are threatened” (Brosio, 1991).   
In writing about how the value of the traditional [white] nuclear family reflects class, 
racial, and gendered hierarchies of U.S society, Patricia Hill Collins (1998) writes that a focus on 
the family explains how white families preserve borders of all sorts to restrict “outsiders” from 
entering spaces where they believe they truly belong. Using examples of white flight and 
education, she writes “racial segregation of actual physical space fosters multiple forms of 
political, economic, and social segregation” (Massey and Denton 1993 in Collins 1998). CHCCS 
and white parents have the ability to treat Black and families of color as “space invaders” “as 
white bodies become somatic norms within spaces and how nonwhite bodies can feel “out of 
place” within those spaces (Puwar, 2004; Ahmed, 2012). 
During an interview with a community activist who was born and raised in Chapel Hill 
and attended CHCCS schools, she explained to me her decision for switching her children to the 
Durham public school district – a school district where 45% of students are Black – because of 
her traumatic experiences growing up as a Black student. When I asked how she feels that some 
people move just to send their child to CHCCS while she took hers out, she told me that one 
really cannot argue against parents just wanting the best opportunity for their child to be 
successful. However, by accepting false notions of scarcity with the ideals of merit that reinforce 
 
15 Mariame Kaba tweet, July 2019 
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white supremacist logics, equity and diversity hold no weight despite good intentions. Ahmed 
(2012) has highlighted how diversity as a “happy point” or a “feel good politics” only creates an 
illusion of equality and happiness. In an interview with the superintendent of CHCCS from 
1992-2011, Neil Pedersen is recorded saying: “On one hand, [Chapel Hill parents] will say they 
value diversity. On the other hand, they don’t value it to the extent that they’re willing to feel 
like they’re sacrificing the quality of education their child is getting for the sake of 
diversity.”16What does diversity mean in a school district that promotes diversity then? 
Conclusion 
 
The schools we go to are reflections of the society that created them…Schools in amerika 
are interested in brainwashing people with amerikanism, giving them a little bit of 
education, and training them in skills needed to fill the positions the capitalist system 
requires. - Assata Shakur  
 
Assata Shakur’s assessment of U.S public schools still rings true about three decades later. In 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro, the public school system has been intimately linked with the University of 
North Carolina where anti-Black violence has continuously denied “futurity to racialized others 
by depending upon a hierarchy of human-ness” (Smith and Vasudevan 2017). Community 
members in Chapel Hill-Carrboro believe in the promise of public education but what happens 
when our education institutions are historically structured and maintained by liberalism and 
racial capitalism? 
 From the moment CHCCS schools became integrated, community members from all 
backgrounds have put their efforts in addressing the “achievement” gap, focusing on raising 
racial consciousness of white families, having culturally relevant classes for students of color, or 
implementing restorative justice practices in the local schools. My aim to think about CHCCS in 
relationship with UNC allows us to think why these measures do not translate to justice for Black 
 
16 In Tatter (2014) 
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families living in Chapel Hill-Carrboro. Early on, the university established that Black life was 
going to be exploited for its profitability, using education as a site where the naturalization of 
white futurity becoming victorious and infinite would occur.  
 The current struggle against education inequities in Chapel Hill-Carrboro are not the 
rarity in other university towns with prominent public institutions of higher education. Currently, 
Black students attending public schools in Berkeley, California and Ann Arbor, Michigan also 
attend school districts with the highest “achievement” gaps along with Chapel Hill-Carrboro’s. 
Throughout this paper, I argue that we cannot treat the inequities of the local public school 
district as isolated with the university. Universities represent ideas and ideologies of the 
Enlightenment such as liberalism and it is our job as the community to think about how those 
very same ideas only elevate a certain population. 
The university places itself as an institution that represents progress. By grounding 
liberalism and racial capitalism as foundational to UNC’s development, it should not come as a 
surprise the deep investments in property ownership, meritocracy, and racial tolerance that this 
community has. Through this analysis, we’re able to recognize the university’s role and lasting 
impact on the current state of the local public education system. More importantly, it opens the 
conversation on how justice in education cannot merely be about the institution itself evolving in 
becoming more receptive and inclusive to Black and other students of color (Kelley 2016), but it 
also challenges us to think about the need for the total eradication of oppression in all its form to 





CHAPTER 3: A THEORETICAL INTERLUDE OF DOMESTIC GEOPOLITICS 
 
 
This shortened “chapter” primarily serves as a theoretical exercise that engages with Vasudevan 
and Smith’s (2020) framework of domestic geopolitics. Following their expectation of how 
“other studies could utilize the domestic geopolitics framework for examining other modes of, 
and resistance to, imperial violence that functions through internal colonial logics, including 
cultural production, police violence, and disease,” I consider how domestic geopolitics can be 
useful in expanding how scholars analyze the uneven geographies and realities focused on 
education and schooling. In addition to the spatial analysis of racial violence that the framework 
offers, it provides analytical tools to examine and highlight activists’ efforts in mobilizing 
against education injustices. I begin by outlining Vasudevan and Smith’s arguments followed by 
the intervention that a study of education can add to the framework using some of the qualitative 
data collected from my research in Chapel Hill-Carrboro.  
The Domestic in Geopolitics 
 
Domestic geopolitics is grounded on two meanings of the domestic. It is a framework that 
analyzes “governance within a state’s territorial bounds and the intimate sphere of social life that 
constitutes the home, family, and community” (Vasudevan and Smith, 2020: 3). To begin with 
the former, the authors bridge together the work of feminist geopolitics and theorizations of 
internal colonialism. Feminist geopolitics complicates the terrain of geopolitics by “drawing 
attention to the banal, every day, and embodied sites” (Massaro and Williams, 2013) to reveal
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“how state, territory, and belonging are (un)made across disparate sites and multiple scales” 
(Vasudevan and Smith, 2020: 4). A multi-scalar approach ultimately connects what may seem 
disconnected at first. Thus, domestic disputes are linked to colonial and imperial power, 
processes, and conflict. As Massaro and Williams (2013) write, “any site at which power is 
deployed and state paternalism is subsequently reproduced becomes open to geopolitical inquiry 
and feminist geopolitical analysis.”  
 Feminist geopolitics also looks at how gendered, racialized, and sexualized otherness is 
produced and mobilized through various forms of violence and oppression. For Vasudevan and 
Smith (2020), bridging theorizations of racial capitalism not only strengthen the analysis of 
linking “domestic oppression with global political economics,” but allows for U.S anti-Black 
violence to be situated in a long radical analytical genealogy of “internal colonialism.” 
Developed during the Black Power movement, the concept of internal colonialism allowed for 
Black and brown activists to link their struggles against the “geographically-based pattern” of “ 
brutal urban conditions” that minorities faced in the United States to anticolonial movements 
occurring in Africa, Asia, and Latin America at the time (Gutiérrez, 2004; Pinderhughes, 2011). 
Therefore, it understands national borders as tools of empire that enables – not limits – colonial 
governance within the internal territory.   
 As an example, Cowen and Lewis (2016) argue that the “Black ghetto” remains a space 
of colonial administration and imperial violence that take shape through gentrification and 
displacement of Black communities, with the hyper-policing of Black communities is deemed as 
necessary for such processes to occur. Other geographers have also documented how 
neighboring white, wealthy municipalities purposefully underdeveloped Black communities for 
extraction (Purifoy, 2019) and how industries dumping lethal industrial waste adjacent to the 
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Black community created “racial zones of toxicity and abandonment” (Vasudevan, 2019). All 
these forms of racial and spatial violence are seen as “symptomatic of a colonial relationship 
with the U.S imperial state” that function based on racialized and gendered hierarchies of bodies 
and space (Vasudevan and Smith, 2020: 2).  
 Alongside governance, the domestic is also traced to the intimate and often invisible 
space that comprises of the home, family, and community (Vasudevan and Smith, 2020: 3). 
Following Black feminists’ frameworks, the authors center Black women’s social reproductive 
labor as intimately entangled in “the afterlife of slavery” (Hartman, 2007; Sharpe 2016) and 
global empire (Gilmore, 2008; Lorde, 1988; Davis, 1972). By highlighting the work of Black 
women in Badin, North Carolina and Flint, Michigan, we see Black women engaging in three 
forms of geopolitical praxis that resist against imperial violence and internal colonial logics: 
through the labor of keeping wake, the labor of tactical expertise, and the labor of revolutionary 
mothering (Vasudevan and Smith, 2020: 4).  
Social reproductive labor that act as Black survival strategies “exemplify a “domestic 
geopolitics of everyday warfare” against empire’s internal violence developed through a lineage 
of struggle by enslaved women against slavery’s pre-mature death and dehumanization. Drawing 
on Sharpe’s (2016) idea of “wake work,” the labor of keeping wake suggests how Black women 
are intimately familiar with the ongoing afterlife of slavery by “caring for, attending to, and 
registering deaths in the community, a secular ritual of valuing lives in death that are sacrificed 
in life” (Vasudevan and Smith, 2020: 6). The labor of tactical expertise explains how racialized 
peoples translate their intimate familiarity with racial violence into scientific, technical, and legal 
discourses in order for their lived experiences to be legible in the political terrain against the 
state. Lastly, the labor of revolutionary mothering moves beyond biological and normative 
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notions of the mother by explaining how Black women employ survival strategies that 
reorganize “kinship in queer utopic terms” in order to practice nurtured covert and overt forms of 
resistance while also creating “autonomous spaces sustaining political activity across generations 
and traditions” (Davis, 1972; Gumbs et al., 2016; Vasudevan and Smith, 2020: 13). However, 
engage in queer utopic practices as an act of everyday warfare against empire place Black 
women in a paradox that sees them at central actors in maintaining Black life while also carrying 
psychological and corporeal stress in the same of communal survival (Daniel Barnes, 2016; 
Smith, 2016; Vasudevan and Smith, 2020: 14). Thus, domestic geopolitics does not only serve as 
an analytic of and against the racial state, it also offers us the potential to “imagine and enact a 
decolonial world” (Vasudevan and Smith, 2020: 15). 
An Intervention Through Education 
 
In 2013, the city of Chicago moved to close 49 elementary schools and one high school program 
– the largest round of school closures in United States history. Nearly all the schools served 
majority Black students on the South and West sides of the city. The neoliberalization of public 
schools has facilitated the defunding, closure, and/or privatization of schools in the U.S. As 
shown in Chicago, activists linked school closures to the ongoing destruction of their 
communities (Brown 2015 in Nguyen et al., 2017). Additionally, studies such as in historian’s 
Cliff Stratton’s book Education for Empire (2016) already begins a conversation about the 
relationship between the growth of the country’s public school with its imperial ambitions 
abroad. Stratton argues that school officials, teachers, and textbook authors used public 
education to place children, both U.S and foreign born, on multiple uneven paths to citizenship. 
like I suggest that analyzing education through a domestic geopolitics framework can serve as a 
co-constitutive understanding of the domestic workings of U.S empire.  
 
 45 
 Additionally, the social reproductive labor considered as the praxis of domestic 
geopolitics can also be translated to the gendered and racialized practices around education 
justice and activism. For example, Rachel Devlin’s book A Girl Stands at the Door (2018), 
focuses on how young Black girls and women were at the forefront of the struggle for education 
access during the Civil Rights Movement. She contends that “school desegregation could not 
have happened without those who were willing to put themselves forward – the “guinea pigs,” as 
they sometimes called themselves – willing to incur the wrath of local white officials and at 
times backlash from within their own communities” (Delvin, 2018: x-xi). Young Black women 
and girls took on the labor of registering at white schools, testified in court, and met with local 
white administrators and school boards but yet this “largely young, feminine work” often 
remains invisible in dominant narratives of movement to desegregate schools. Domestic 
geopolitics can situate the unseen labor of Black women in education efforts as a form of 
resisting and navigating U.S empire. 
CHCCS as an internal colony? 
 
In this section, I think alongside the domestic geopolitics framework to talk about the uneven 
realities experienced by the Black community in the Chapel Hill-Carrboro school district.  
Malcolm X famously said, “when you live in a poor neighborhood, you are living in an 
area where you have poor schools. When you have poor schools, you have poor teachers. When 
you have poor teachers, you get a poor education, you can only work in a poor-paying job… So, 
it’s a very vicious cycle.” Although this “vicious cycle” can be seen here in a local scale, what 
makes the Chapel Hill-Carrboro public school district different is that it wouldn’t qualify as a 
“poor neighborhood” and certainly as not having “poor schools” under current education 
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measurements. In 2015, the Campaign for Racial Equity in Our Schools published a report on 
current state of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools and wrote the following: 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools have long enjoyed a reputation as among the best in 
the state. We have excellent graduation rates and comparatively high SAT scores. What 
these statistics reflect is a district with high numbers of white, affluent, well-educated 
families. what is masked in the numbers is a tale of two districts: one that serves its white 
clients very well, while black and brown students have a very different set of educational 
experiences.17  
 
How are these contrasting realities that students of color face in the school district seen as a 
result of schooling being used to reinforce (racist, capitalist, patriarchal) values? Since the 
framework of domestic geopolitics builds off the work on feminist geopolitics and “theorizations 
of racial capitalism, particularly the argument that Black geographies function as an “internal 
colony of US empire” (Vasudevan and Smith, 2020), we can contextualize Chapel Hill-Carrboro 
as a Southern U.S town structured by colonialism, slavery, and segregation. In addition, the role 
of UNC in structuring the broader community’s uneven geography contributes to the 
reinforcement of nonwhite lives being disposable and deemed ahistorical. Therefore, I suggest 
that looking at spaces of education, such as schools and classrooms, as “zones of organized 
abandonment,” education can be thought about as another site where “the architectures of 
domestic and global imperialism are linked not only through racist discourses, but through 
material infrastructures” as well (Vasudevan and Smith, 2020). 
The defunding of public education and the increase of police presence targeting schools 
in communities of color such as in Chicago and New Orleans are explicit forms of anti-Black 
violence and death. The experience of students of color in the Chapel Hill-Carrboro school 
district is better contextualized by what Smith and Vasudevan (2017) refer to the erasure of 
 




“racialized people from the national body, even as they are confined…to zones of death” and 
ultimately sacrificed in service to white futurity.  Popular discourses and data collected over the 
years will have one believe that the Chapel Hill-Carrboro school district ranks as one of the top 
districts in the entire state of North Carolina, allowing for their white students to thrive while 
simultaneously forestalling the futures of Black and other youth of color (Olund, 2017).  
Social reproductive labor and education justice 
 
Following the years of Brown v. Board of Education and the slow pace of desegregation in the 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro school district, the mother of a Black student, Lattice Vickers, successfully 
sued the CHCCS school board for its refusal to use non-race based factors – meaning using 
geographic proximity instead of the student’s race – in determining school assignments. The 
school board denied her son’s transfer to the all-white Carrboro Elementary despite living closer 
to the school (Waugh, 2012)18. In 1961, the Fourth District Court ruled that race-based school 
assignments violated Vickers’ constitutional rights. Stanley Vickers went on to become the 1st 
Black student to integrate Chapel Hill-Carrboro schools at any grade level.  
Fast forward to the present, from my participation with different groups working against 
education inequities in CHCCS and observations from multiple public events around issues in 
public education in the community, I noticed the majority of participants in activist-oriented 
spaces were always mostly women. For example, the Youth Organizing Institute’s Freedom 
School was organized by queer women of color and during meetings in the Campaign for Racial 
Equity or Hate Free Schools, I often found myself as the only man in the room. As “domestic 
geopolitics” draws on a domestic form of colonialism “with an expanded understanding of 
domesticity as political work” (Vasudevan and Smith 2020), women in Chapel Hill and Carrboro 
 
18 Stanley Boya Vickers, etc. v. Chapel Hill City Board of Education, 1961 
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engaged in organizing around education also bear the responsibility of “maintaining life” in the 
community and play an important role in political struggles.  
While both white and Black women are involved in this form of domestic geopolitical 
praxis, there is a stark difference between the roles that white and Black women play. Smith 
(2016) writes, “Black mothers bear the particular weight of anti-Black state violence. Black 
mothers (social, biological, or otherwise) are scripted within the racial, hetero-patriarchal social 
order as enemies of the state.” I am reminded of the numerous examples I have heard of how 
Black women and other women of color are treated with a lack of respect by school officials, the 
school system, other white parents, and even the white women that are also involved in activism. 
Thus, it seems as if Black women embody survival strategies that include biological mothering, 
community mothers, and political activism against racial capitalism in multiple levels. These 
differences between the actors engaged in education struggles in Chapel Hill and Carrboro – 
centered around class, whiteness, and the liberalism of a Southern university town – have placed 
Black women as “geopolitical adversaries, with debilitating consequences for their own wellness 
and survival” (Vasudevan and Smith 2020; Smith 2016).  
While most white parents call for respectability, recognition, multiculturalism and 
diversity in the school district, Black women activists are in a state of contradictions. On one 
hand, they are seen as dangerous and on the other, they are deemed as necessary and important 
by white women and the school district, while also being responsible for their own struggles of 
resistance against racial capitalism for their families and community. Angela, who has seen her 
grandchildren go through the Chapel Hill-Carrboro school system, has explained to me that 
white parents in activist spaces have their own agenda. What is meant by white activists having 
their own agenda? Chapel Hill parents recognize the need of involving Black and other parents 
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of color in conversations about equity in schools and have attempted to do so. But when I started 
to have more conversations with Black women about their organizing experiences, the phrase 
“they want to include our voices but still tell us what to do” is one that I have heard in multiple 
conversations.  
During the 2018-2019 school year, a local activist group in the area launched a campaign 
to create an “Equity Advisory Council” that would build a partnership between the school district 
and community members to hold the district accountable in racial equity measures. The group 
consists of many older white women, many who are retired teachers, lawyers, have advanced 
degrees, and/or married to other professionals. Angela is the only Black parent who works a part-
time job at the student stores at the UNC campus. Understanding the need to reach out, educate, 
and mobilize the communities “living behind the woods,” I accompanied her in a door knocking 
effort in a predominately Black housing complex in Carrboro to inform residents of the plan to 
create the Equity Advisory Council. Days later, she voiced frustration with the entire process. 
Members of the group constantly expressed the importance of including the parents “living 
behind the woods,” but they placed the messy work of organizing on Angela’s shoulders as 
others set up meetings with school administrators and officials. She did not expect that she would 
be the only one in the group to be door knocking in communities.  
Despite being a member since the group’s inception in 2015, Angela has grown tired of 
“bougie organizations making Black people look incompetent.” In spite of, arguably, good 
intentions by the people involved in education activism here, there is no room for distinct ideas 
and practices to come to fruition. It boxes Black women, like Angela, into problematic and 
complicated categories with colonial and imperial genealogies – be respectable or continue with 
deviancy (Elliot-Cooper 2019). On one hand, respectability is the avenue that will allow Black 
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women and Black families to succeed in Chapel Hill and Carrboro. On the other, failure to 
follow these discourses opens the door for racist tropes that essentialize Black women and 
families as dysfunctional.   
Throughout the history of the United States, Black women have been violently punished 
and stigmatized for mothering – from being forced to give up their children in enslavement to the 
breaking of families due to mass criminalization, incarceration, and poverty-driven violence 
(Smith et al., 2019). Understanding the precarious position that single, working-class Black 
mothers are in, Angela engages in education activism because she is aware that she lives “in a 
culture that criminalizes Black mothers for creating and loving Black children, a culture that 
criminalizes Black kids for being born” (Gumbs 2016). In an interview, she told me how she 
always felt like she was set up to think of herself as a failure. How as a single Black mother 
growing up in New Jersey, she felt she was failing her children and eventually internalized that 
and how she could now see how this was intentional. As an example, she noted how the Chapel 
Hill-Carrboro school district was making her own daughter feel like a horrible mother with 
Angela’s grandson struggling in school. When I asked how that experience shaped her current 
organizing efforts, she said: 
My whole thing in this is bring awareness as well as educate young moms. Like I tell my 
daughters all the time, “it’s not your fault that you’re in this journey. It’s not your fault 
you’re a single mom. It’s intentional…I just want you to know you’re a great mom and 
you keep doing what you doing” and that’s my constant encouragement to my children as 
well as young moms because we are just in this plight and it’s a plight that we need to get 
through and overcome because either way, we are affected. If we give up and start using 
drugs and just become irresponsible, we’re affected. If we decide we want to go back to 
school and spend our whole life going to school and trying to get an education to try to fit 
in a place they really don’t want us in, we affected. And what I mean by that, it takes us 
away from our families, either way...It’s generational trauma over and over again. So, I 
think the only thing that will help is educating. Educating the community, bringing 






Domestic geopolitics goes against a call for Black women to become and reproduce the patriarch 
(Perry 2018). Instead, it focuses on how Black women engage in a type of activism that exposes 
and highlights “networks and relations of power, resistance, histories, and the everyday” 
(McKittrick and Woods, 2007). I believe a new understanding of radical mothering in the terrain 
of education can show how Black women struggle against a system that requires the rejection of 
Black community and kin. While there is something specific to Black mothering that cannot be 
lived by non-Black women, what would happen if we understand community and kin beyond the 
scope of biology? How does queering community and kin allow for a different understanding of 
education and education justice? As I reach the end of my thesis research, these experiences have 
allowed me to think about how the struggle, what on the surface only seems like for education 
justice, has the potential to break boundaries. How the struggle for education can dismantle the 
racist logics of social relations, housing/infrastructure, the economy, and ultimately, of who gets 




CHAPTER 4: CARCERAL EDUCATION, ABOLITION FUTURITY 
 
 
Two of my best friends in Miami regularly express to me their resignation about the education 
system. Their frustration was based on being expected to teach students that had already been 
outed by the system – ranging from the uneven development and criminalization of their 
communities to the lack of educational resources in the schools, one is a history teacher at the 
predominately Haitian immigrant public high school that we attended, the other a teacher in a 
program “serving both boys and girls who are at risk of dropping out of school or who are 
involved with the Florida Department of Juvenile Justice.”19 They understood that the focus on 
education needed to be more than creative pedagogical training and diverse curricula practices.  
While my friends were trying to make things work at their schools, I was actively 
involved with the Campaign for Racial Equity in Our Schools, an organization made up of 
Chapel Hill and Carrboro community members addressing the long lasting education inequities 
in the community between Black and other students of color with their white classmates. I 
constantly think about the overwhelming impact of hearing a well-respected civil rights activist 
in the community say, “I just want Black children to do well on these tests” during one of our 
meetings. The “tests” obviously referring to the same standardized tests that have proven to be 
racially and socioeconomically biased for students. Was that really the political project I wanted
to be invested in? Wouldn’t that just validate and reinforce the school system based on the 





Repeating these questions and carrying my friends’ experiences as teachers led me to 
think about the futurity of Black and brown lives in relation to the education system. By saying 
this, I do not want this to serve as a critique of local organizing efforts in Chapel Hill-Carrboro 
because any efforts to address the inequities in the school system has always been a direct result 
of organized community members voicing their discontent with the supposedly best school 
district in the state of North Carolina. However, what are the potentialities for Black and brown 
freedom and liberation when we center the education system as a form of state violence?  
In her book, Progressive Dystopia, Savannah Shange engages with the Movement for 
Black Lives (M4BL) definition of state violence to theorize the state beyond a synonym for 
“government” and state apparatuses.20 By looking at statecraft, or “the quotidian state practices 
that render blackness itself as abjection” (Shange, 2019), the focus becomes how the state is 
always reworking processes and relations of power resulting in “violence of a certain depth, with 
specific and morbid implications for some peoples’ future existence as such” (Rodriguez, 2012).  
Education is just one of many spaces shaped by the geographies of domination that 
“require black displacement, black placelessness, black labor, and a black population that 
submissively stays “in place”” (McKittrick, 2006). I link this to how la paperson (2017) suggests 
that the university is world-making, where “imperialist dreams of a settled world” are actualized. 
As an example, when speaking of the university’s everyday dehumanization through systemic 
logics, institutional techniques, rhetorics, and epistemologies of violence and power, Rodriguez 
(2012) urges for the centering of the analytics of racial/colonial genocide to discuss universities 
 
20 “the systemic underinvestment in our communities, caging of our people, predatory state and corporate 
practices targeting our neighborhoods, government policies that result in the poisoning of our water and the theft 
of our land, failing schools that criminalize rather than educate our children, economic practices that extract our 




because such violence is part of a larger historical regime that requires the social neutralization 
(civil death, land expropriation, criminalization, white curricular enforcement) of Black and 
brown populations in order to exterminate them from social spaces.  
Similarly, I engage with this analytic when examining the public-school system to talk 
about the enclosed and pre-determined futures produced in those spaces. Standardized testing, 
white-washing of curriculum, processes such as the school-to-prison pipeline or pathways to low 
wage work can all be seen as violent mundane practices of dehumanization, displacement, and 
immobilization. For this chapter, I use interviews and data collected from media sources on the 
Chapel Hill Carrboro City Schools public school district (CHCCS) to highlight the logics of 
carceral power in public education. My intent for this chapter is not to spectacularize Black 
abjection through education. Instead, I aim to think how schooling – as currently constructed – 
functions as a site were Black futures have been predetermined by the social logics and 
institutionalized systems of violence structured by carceral power.  
The focus on carceral power allows us to think about the daily forms of prison that shape 
– or as Rashad Shabazz writes – prisonize the landscape (Shabazz, 2015). In other words, the 
techniques and technologies of the prison, such as policing, containment, surveillance, 
immobility, the creation of frontiers, and alienation are present in the quotidian space of the 
school (Shabazz, 2015; 2). Shabazz highlights how Foucault’s (1977) insights leads us to 
understand how discipline and punishment has become part of the function of everyday life, how 
“mundane disciplinary procedures like the organization of cities and towns to ensure efficiency 
and surveillance, the teaching of children in school, the training of soldiers in the military, or the 
deployment of the police to manage the citizenry” (2015; 5). Shabazz turns to the work of Joy 
James (1996) to critique Foucault’s lack of understanding of how race informs and shapes 
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incarceration and carceral punishment while James demonstrates that carceral power is 
embedded with racism.  
 In Chapel Hill-Carrboro, self-proclaimed liberals, progressives, and antiracists have the 
language to articulate the roots of inequities in the school system. However, having the language 
and sometimes even engaging in community struggles for education equity can be what makes 
the settler-slaver society seem like a hydra – always regenerating, evolving, and coming back 
with the tools to keep the deep liberal state going. Despite Chapel Hill-Carrboro’s progressivism 
and commitment to social justice, it is important to remember that Blackness and Black flesh are 
always seen “in excess, uncivil, and marked by its incongruity with the progressive project” 
(Shange 2019, 4). For this very reason, this chapter does not only highlight the deathly effects of 
an education that is governed by carceral logics, but also dives into the urgency to build 
something new.  
Since “spaces associated with Blackness become simultaneously threatening, empty, and 
at the disposal of truly “rational” actors (Bledsoe, 2019; Wynter, 1976), we must engage in a 
praxis and imaginary for education that goes beyond doing well on these tests. By doing so, I 
bring forward the abolitionist tradition of Black freedom and liberation struggles that allow us to 
move past ideas for Black and brown children to merely survive in spaces of education and 
schooling. All of us can find stories of Black and other children of color resisting and surviving – 
in creative and fugitive forms – the death-making institutions of education. While resistance is 
essential to abolition, I want to think how education can also be a site where we “work within, 
against, and beyond the state in the service of collective liberation” (Shange, 2019). Abolition 
requires a pivotal departure form policy reform, liberal multiculturalism, and even electoral 
participation. As Rodriguez (2019) states, “abolition is a dream toward futurity vested in 
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insurgent, counter-Civilizational histories – genealogies of collective genius that perform 




Public education functions with the carceral state and carceral power. The explicit relationship 
between education and imprisonment, known as the school-to-prison pipeline (STPP), has shown 
how “non-white, non-heterosexual, and/or non-gender conforming students are targeted for 
surveillance, suspended and expelled at higher rates, and are much more likely to be charged, 
convicted, and removed from their homes, or otherwise to receive longer sentences” (Kaba and 
Meiners 2014). In January 2019, the Youth Justice Project of the Southern Coalition for Social 
Justice released their yearly racial equity report cards that showed Black students enrolled in 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro schools were 13.9% more likely to receive short-term suspension that 
white students. At the time, the statewide rate in North Carolina of the likeliness of Black 
students receiving short-term suspensions than white students were at 4.3%. Even with short 
term suspensions – one of 10 days or less – students are removed from their learning 
environments, contributing to the active displacement of Black students in schools.  
The CHCCS Superintendent Pamela Baldwin responded to the overwhelming statistics 
by stating, “Obviously we are working on that, and are not surprised by our data.”21 In fact, the 
co-director of the Youth Justice Project was also quoted by saying she was not surprised by the 
troubling numbers.22 It is as if the lopsided data on suspensions and discipline rates has become 







all, the district and outside groups like the Youth Justice Project report the disproportionate rates 
year after year with little to no change.  
Surely, there are schools that seek to avoid the school-to-prison pipeline, especially in the 
liberal, racial conscious district of Chapel Hill-Carrboro. Efforts to combat the STPP has 
included antiracist trainings for faculty and staff and even the implementation of restorative 
justice practices. In November of 2019, the district received a $4.3 million-dollar grant from the 
Oak Foundation to fund equity initiatives, including racial equity trainings for staff.23 
Additionally, there are community organizations that offer trainings “to better understand racism 
in its institutional and structural forms,” as well as community programs that offer alternatives to 
out-of-school suspension to CHCCS students. Resources are not scarce in the Chapel Hill-
Carrboro area. More examples include how the district has formed equity plans that seek to hire 
more Black and other teachers of color, hired equity directors, and created an equity advisory 
council. As a response to the well-known suspension rates and academic opportunity gaps for 
Black and brown children, school board candidates always include plans to address racial 
inequities in their platforms during election season.  
Spaces of confinement 
 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro shows us that schools and the community can have plans, budgets, 
personnel, and trainings to address racial injustices in the schools, but these remedies are seen as 
nothing more than a band-aid solution because of the carceral power that works within and 
through the public school system. For example, the focus on implicit bias trainings and more 
schools around the district implementing restorative justice practices as an alternative to 





rates. Yet, why do these numbers remain so high? Turning to Shange’s (2019) framing of 
carceral progressivism can explain how social reforms in multiracial liberalism serve as a 
retrenchment of the anti-Black racism that they seek to eliminate. Reforms (and/or trainings) are 
not sufficient in addressing disciplinary inequities simply because they are working within the 
liberal state, but because this very same institution is a site that can provide “culturally affirming 
and racially exclusionary experiences of a state space” (Shange, 2019, 48). On one hand, schools 
serve as crucial spaces where students, faculty, and staff learn about social injustices and even 
alternatives to punishment. On the other, the school is always imprisoning through its 
architecture, policing, and control.  
For example, when speaking of how schools mirrors the prison, a local activist from 
Jackson Center and who attended CHCCS schools told me the following: 
I’ve had conversations with black and brown children in schools today about how they 
feel schools are prisons. Literally, there are blank walls, teachers and principals mandate 
that the walls are clear and clean and don’t have art on them.  
 
We can talk about the food, it’s brought by the same company. Most public-school 
districts’ [food] are provided by Aramark, lots of universities too. So, Aramark makes 
food for presidential things, provides food for presidential things. They provide things for 
educational institutions, and they provide them for prisons. So that’s one direct link. 
That’s like a monopoly of sorts. There’s that. 
 
Then in elementary school they institutionalize you to walk on one side of the hallway 
and the teachers – or “officers” – would be the ones in the middle telling you where you 
can or can’t go. And then you have to be quiet in those hallways just like jail, you can’t 
talk when you’re walking. So, all those parallels. There’s tile floors on jails, there’s tile 
floors on schools. Cement block walls in schools, there’s cement block walls in prisons. 
There’s restricted access to where you can, can’t go and at the same time there’s bells 
that signify where you can, cannot go after a certain time. All those things are deeply 
embedded into the fabric of America.24 
 
The way the school echoes the prison according to Malcolm is similar to how Shabazz (2015) 
views public housing in Chicago, declaring the Robert Taylor Homes “sat within a carceral 
 
24 Interview with Malcolm  
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interstice – a space between home and prison” since “carceral power shaped the construction, 
location, architecture and planning” of the housing projects (Shabazz 2015; 10). Drawing on 
Assata Shakur, who writes, “for many, prison is not that much different than from the street…the 
fights are the same. The police are the same. The poverty is the same. The racism is the same. 
The sexism is the same…the only difference between here and the streets is that one is maximum 
security and the other is minimum security,” she is highlighting a Black geography that exists in 
a space between home and the prison and in Shabazz’s case, the projects is that space. On a 
similar note, what happens when CHCCS becomes a liminal space between education and 
prison? CHCCS can provide hope and promise for Black and brown students but it is also a 
space of inherent contradiction, where the same students are punished and contained. As with 
Malcolm’s observations, activists against the STPP have spoken out on schools investing in 
having metal detectors, police officers on campus, high enclosed fencing, and camera 
surveillance in schools as the lines between them and prison become less obscure.  
Spaces of isolation 
 
Carcerality in and through the schools is not limited by the physical and material conditions of 
the space and other forms of policing. Black people – in geographies such as the plantation, 
prison, and the ghetto where exploitation, dispossession, and accumulation through racial-
colonial processes have been un-doing Black life – are subject “to systematic violence, to 
generalized humiliating treatment, and to “natal alienation”” (Price, 2015) or what Orlando 
Patterson (1982) labeled as “social death.” While I am cautious of this analytical logic often 
centered on the brutality the Black body suffers to empirically prove the brutalities of racism, or 
what McKittrick (2011) calls an analytic that “can only ‘end’ with black death,” I come to 
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understand social or premature death as a condition of isolation and alienation through 
Malcolm’s thoughts.  
 After he finished talking about the relationship between schools and prisons, I asked him 
whether he had heard about “social death” and if he had any thoughts on the contentious concept. 
He went on to explain the following:  
I think social death happens to every black and brown child at some point. Especially 
when they start to reject who they are. When they start to rebuke themselves as humans 
and you find yourself trying to fit into the mainstream course of life and trying to push 
yourself to be who you’re not based upon on outward influences, that’s part 1. When you 
get so depressed and turn to drugs, that’s part 2. You know, you’re so defeated that 
you’re like “why should I stay in school? Why should I behave in school? Why should I 
do anything for schools? School has done nothing but make me hate myself…it’s just a 
process of going darker and darker.  
 
It’s certain. It becomes a certain thing. I mean we’re all gonna die, physically. That’s 
inevitable. But to have premature death. Emotionally, spiritually, socially, mentally is one 
of the greatest injustices ever, especially when you’re facing that at an age younger than 
30. You’re facing all of that before you get to 18. Whether or not to live or die. Or to 
approach the world in this live or die mentality. I think social death is a real thing. I think 
social rage…like another James Baldwin quote, “to be relatively conscious as a black 
person in America is to be enraged at all times” so, I don’t know. 
 
I still reread the transcript or replay the interview and remember how both of us paused for a 
couple of seconds after his ‘I don’t know.’ While I should have sat on this longer or even asked 
how he was feeling, I took a deep breath and continued by telling him I was going to need time 
afterwards to process how he was thinking about this in such a personal level about one’s Being. 
He went on:  
Systemically, it starts at the rejection of it. Like you are othered as a person of color. You 
are not white, you are not the mainstream, you’re not the majority and the identity we are 
catering to. So when you’re othered, you’re like “okay so what is wrong with me and 
why am I so bad” at face value or at any point, “why am I so bad that I’m othered. 
 
I had been thinking about social death and schools in relation to one being ejected and/or 
excluded from the system and condemned to what Fanon calls “the zone of nonbeing” (Fanon, 
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1967). I began to view schools as a dehumanizing institution were Blackness was not structurally 
reflected with Being. For Fanon, “Black subjects are seen – indeed, they are hypervisible – but 
they are not truly seen; they exist but they are not (human)” (Ciccariello-Maher, 2017). Schools 
are sites were subject formation occurs and more importantly, where racialization – or becoming 
in relation to whiteness – occurs. When Black and other students of color fail standardized tests 
and not seen as “college ready” or when Black students are 14% more likely to be suspended 
than white students and pushed out of the school, the school system has then made a claim on 
Blackness as being wretched.  
Malcolm stretched this analysis slightly further. While overemphasis on testing and 
hyper-policing leads to Blacknesss appearing as violent or incapable, Black students engage in 
an ontological struggle in the zone of nonbeing. “Fitting in” or “rejecting who they are” is seen 
as “either accepting subjection as deserved or futilely attempting to sneak into the realm of Being 
by becoming white” (Ciccariello-Marher, 2017: 56). His understanding of social death resonated 
with how Price (2015) understands it as being “peculiarly individual, individualized, and 
individualizing.” As an example, one is not only thrown out of the system, but one must also be 
demeaned and ridiculed in the process. Humiliation, according to Price (2015), “involves 
stripping people of dignity, honor, or pride, rendering them helpless, and making them the object 
of contempt.”  
 A few days later, I was conducting an interview with Angela (see introduction). During 
this moment in our conversation, she was explaining her frustrations on relying “on white 
America and their ideas in hopes that they will treat our kids and give our kids what they need in 
order for them to go forward and be college ready.” Angela continues with an anecdote about her 
grandson, a former CHCCS student currently attending UNC-Charlotte.  
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B: I feel they failed all four of my grandchildren and I’ll say that, and I’ll say it again. 
Even though one went, is in college but he’s in college as…not someone who’s sure of 
who he is and what he wants. He still suffers with identity crisis, you know. He wants to 
be with the white boys, white girls. He still struggles. He just wants to be accepted and 
that’s what he thought would get him through. 
 
C: You think that was developed through the school system here? 
 
B: Definitely. Because he initially started out, they were pegging him left and right. My 
daughter was getting into so much trouble for him because he was big and he was hyper 
active. I remember when there was an incident where one of the teachers literally 
separated him because this little white girl was afraid of him and she separated my 
grandson from the table that he was originally at and put him in the corner by 
himself…and treated him like he was just othered…she was trying to humiliate my grand 
baby. 
 
My conversation with Malcolm reappears in Angela’s words about her grandson. They place 
their focus on a radical kind of alienation for Black and other students of color in a “structure of 
vulnerability, subject to direct and indirect violence and humiliation” (Price, 2015). One of the 
main consequences of carceral logics becomes the isolation from oneself, community, and kin 
while simultaneously experiencing humiliation. By being sent to the corner, the Black student is 
marked as hyper-visible by his classmates and teachers for the potential to be violent and also 
invisible once pushed out from the classroom setting and sent away from his peers. Carceral 
power in schools ontologically equate whiteness with reason, progress, and peace, and Blackness 
with irrationality and violence (Ciccariello-Marher, 2017: 62). While her grandson attending 
college is an achievement, Angela and Malcolm’s concerns about Black life and Being in 
schools run deeper and beyond the push to be college ready or passing standardized exams. 
Liberal Futurity 
 
Under carceral logics, efforts to increase graduation rates, test scores, and even “diversifying” 
curriculum and the classroom are not compatible with Black life because they can all be seen as 
reforms that legitimatize and recuperate the carceral state. This again begs us to question the 
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function of reforms in the liberal state, where “discursive narratives (e.g., liberation) and material 
gains (e.g., a justice-themed public high school) of redistributive social movements are 
cannibalized and repurposed as rationales for dispossession” (Shange 2019; 15). Reformist 
approaches for racial justice seek to ultimately “protect and sustain the institutional and cultural-
political coherence of an existing system by adjusting and/or refurbishing it” under the guise of 
equity (Rodriguez, 2019). Shange (2019) notes, “from the perspective of abolition, the 
universalizing rhetoric of the liberal state is itself the problem.” The understanding that the 
system can always adjust to appear as a more equitable school district allows us to view carceral 
logic as not just about punitive measures. It also about indoctrination and preparation (Sojoyner 
2016). One needs to be suspicious by the dependency on the school district and liberal reforms to 
address racial injustices because of its inability to dismantle the carceral progressivism notorious 
to Chapel Hill-Carrboro. 
For what world? 
 
Education and schooling are tied to “different modes of world-making – ways of making 
ourselves, politics, economics, communities, cultures, and so forth” (Meyerhoff, 2019). When 
world-making is rooted in colonial, white supremacists, heteropatriarchal, and carceral 
progressive norms, current romanticized modes of education through schooling are seen as being 
the best and a crucial method to supplement settler dreams and futurity. To disclose how certain 
modes of education have always been rooted in such processes, one can look to the contribution 
of education in the patriarchal repression of women to create the preconditions for capitalism 
throughout 13th to 16th century Europe or for a more contemporary example, how liberal 
capitalists in the United States invested in colorblind institutions that reinforced “vertical life 
trajectories tied with a certain emotional economy,” where life as a school “dropout” produced 
 
 64 
shame and fear, while rising up as a graduate produced pride for the individual, community, and 
the nation during the 1960s to 1990s (Meyerhoff, 2019: 30-31).25  
“Just do better in school” 
 
Additionally, movements and efforts addressing education justice and equity also supplement 
carceral world-making practices by naturalizing romantic notions of education, “thereby not only 
defeating their own purposes but also expanding the racialized and gendered carceral regime” 
(Meyerhoff, 2019: 5). Melissa, a Latinx mother who attended CHCCS, UNC, and UNC Law 
School, and her son is currently enrolled in the school district, was a member of a local group 
organizing towards education equity when we first met in 2018.26 Along with being one of the 
youngest members of the group, she was one of the few (if not the only) member involved in 
radical political organizing in Durham which gave her a more critical view of what was at stake. 
Most of my organizing experience was outside Chapel Hill despite living there because 
the infrastructure and organizations there are incredibly weak…just in terms of having a 
radical perspective, a lot of organizations that exist have been ineffective because of the 
strong institutional liberalism27…the idea that Chapel Hill is progressive dominates that 
they’re already doing good work even when they’re not. Or that they’re racially 
competent even when they’re not. 
 
Being around activist spaces, the practice of respectability politics in Chapel Hill-Carrboro was a 
main source of frustration for many. In our interview, I asked Melissa about her own frustrations 
with education organizing efforts in regard to respectability. 
Some of it is not just respectability politics but just really antiquated ideas around race, 
intersectionality. So some of it was, like we’ve discussed, like the focus on testing. “what 
we just need to do is have all the Black males pass this test” which does nothing to how 
they’re criminalized in the classroom, how they’re perceived by their peers, you know.  
 
 
25 Ford Foundation as an example, from Meyerhoff (2019) 
 
26 On a side note, she deserves a huge shoutout because if it weren’t for her telling me about Freedom School that 
summer, I probably wouldn’t have met Sunny so I’m sorta forever indebted to her!  
 
27 She really emphasized these words during the interview 
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It’s a kinda very easy Chapel Hill way to say “well if everyone is doing equally well on 
standardized test then we’ve beat it” and from what we heard in listening sessions, 
negates the actual issue which is that students feel disrespected by staff. Parents feel 
disrespected by staff and administration. I mean there’s a clear preference for whiteness 
in our society and that’s just so great in Chapel Hill – and wealth, and wealth… 
 
Folks who were organizing…really wanted to hammer in on things that they felt were 
more measurable, which is test scores and not the kind of intangible like condition of 
being a nonwhite person in the district. 
 
Melissa’s critique on the group focusing on test scores stems from the popular understanding that 
education is linked to people’s life trajectory. There is a romanticized and individualized 
assumption that if Black and brown students can get their test scores up, then these individuals 
will have a better chance of achieving successful futures. Nonetheless, an individualizing 
trajectory is bounded in (neo)liberal world-making practices that place emphasis on the 
individual and ideas of justice in a “colonial temporality, always desired and deferred, and 
delimited by the timeframes of modern colonizing states as well as the self-historicizing, self-
perpetuating futurities of their nations” (Tuck and Yang, 2016). Drawing on Saidiya Hartman 
and Stephen Best (2005), Tuck and Yang (2016: 6) explain the importance of temporality in the 
“colonial application of justice to specific injured, living bodies (lives), and linear notions of past 
harm and present reconciliation and future irreproachability.”  
For some, the past racial injustices in the Chapel Hill-Carrboro schools is understood as a 
failure to fully integrate Black students into the white school/system/Life/Being, and the present 
reconciliation is attempting to reform CHCCS into a more equitable space but to what end? Are 
efforts to get Black students to succeed on exams ultimately predicated on having them be the 
ones to “improve” while the underlying structures of the school stays the same? After all, 
standardized testing is a measure of accountability for students (Sojoyner, 2016). If the 
“solution” to racial injustice in schools is found in Black student success in standardized testing, 
 
 66 
then “this assumption cloaks processes of racial, class, gender, and sexual subjugation that lie at 
the root of student academic performance” (Sojoyner, 2016: x). As standardized testing 
effectively takes Black individual students and turns them into a collective Black problem, 
having collective Black success on these tests will complement the system based on vertical and 
individualized futurity, not rupture, dismantle, or abolish it.  
Another example where the individualized and vertical trajectory seemed to take 
precedence was when I was talking to Summer about her experiences working at a local 
organization that worked with students who had gotten in trouble at their respective school. She 
explained: 
We were still holding the students accountable for their actions instead of the systems 
pushing them out. We would make plans with them on how to be better and they’ll do 
therapy and it was also just incredibly fucking inappropriate in a lot of ways. Like people 
would be coming from really traumatic situations and they’ll just be like “well, just do 
better in school.  
 
Narratives of “at-risk” students serves as “a highly effective tool for defending and expanding 
the liberal-capitalist project – for directing questions about responsibility for urban problems 
away from the liberal-capitalist political economy and onto individuals, families, communities, 
cultures, and schools” (Meyerhoff, 2019). Working within these logics, education, schools, and 
organizations fall into “liberal-capitalist modernity’s lighter and darker sides,” where doing 
better in school might grant you better opportunities as an individualized subject in the vertical 
trajectory, but still have you assimilate to the dominant culture. We fall into the romanticized 
notion that education is a key transitional process for one’s life trajectory.  
Harney and Moten (2017) ask us, “what does it mean to stand for improvement?” Ideas 
of (self)improvement does not only obscure issues of structural racism and systemic 
transformation but is ultimately rooted in the Enlightenment’s universal “imperative to possess 
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and its corollary, the imperative to improve” (Harney and Moten, 2017: 85). In other words, the 
processes of improvement and productivity are all linked to techniques of domination that mark 
the European man as the exception. Therefore, at the expense of racialized beings, the white 
European man “extracts and excepts himself from the earth in order to confirm his supposed 
dominion over it,” accumulating, destroying, and improving (Harney and Moten, 2017: 89). 
When translating this into the current state of education, this serves as a caution about who and 




Throughout this chapter, I have used concepts that are associated with the incarceration, 
confinement, and ultimately premature death of predominately Black lives. In an attempt to 
denaturalize violence and death with Blackness, geographers such as Ruth Wilson Gilmore 
(2007) and McKittrick (2013) have exemplified “an analytical pathway that pays attention to 
geographies of relationality and human life without dismissing the brutalities of isolation and 
marginalization” (McKittrick, 2011: 955). Whether it is the plantation or the prison, both 
geographers focus on spaces of racism and racist violence as a space of encounter as well. This 
analytical move helps us understand that “being locked in and being locked out are two sides of 
the same coin” (McKittrick, 2011: 959).  
 “Prison life,” according to McKittrick (2011), points “to the everyday workings of 
incarceration as they are necessarily lived and experienced, as a form of human life and struggle, 
inside and out prisons.” Works like Gilmore’s Golden Gulag place focus on how dehumanizing 
practices and processes are centered around relational workings of human life and prison life 
(McKittrick, 2011: 956). Human relationality must not be mistaken by the idea that everyone has 
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equal stakes in experiencing and ending any form of injustice. Instead, it views prison life as an 
expansive ontological project – extending “to the streets, homes, courts, the department of 
justice, and across the state, as activists worked and work to share knowledge; it is inside and 
outside the prison walls that the labour of these women, their loved ones, and their children 
invokes relational and connective life-force in the face of gendered and racial apartheid and thus 
produce the conditions through which a radical black sense of place can be lived and imagined” 
(McKittrick, 2011: 959). 
Building on these ideas, I understand the school system as a site where human life and 
relationality is at the center of all current struggles. The stories of this chapter were included not 
only as an analysis of racialized spatial violence but as a potential start to re-imagine the 
geographies of domination that shape the school district and community. So why carceral power? 
Students don’t only experience the carceral logics of the school in the classroom or hallways, but 
live it with their families, kin, and communities. The centering of carceral logics has been a way 
to expand our thinking of carcerality as being only in relation to the discipline and punishment of 
the Black body but also as an ontological project working to undo Black Life. Therefore, what is 
there to be done? 
Abolitionist Dreaming 
 
I’m not sure what is there to be done! However, this final section is inspired by my last couple of 
semesters enrolled in Black studies courses at UNC and Duke and a conversation brought up at 
the formal launch of the new Critical Geographies of Education Specialty Group at AAG 2018 in 
New Orleans. At this panel, someone put forward the idea that “if we talk about the abolition of 
prisons, then why don’t we talk about the abolition of schools?” With this moment on my mind 
for two years now, this question serves as the north star of this chapter. If we are to “understand 
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scenes of Black suffering not as a catalog of death but of “the struggle against death” 
(McKittrick, 2013: 14; Vasudevan and Smith, 2020), then our only option left is to work towards 
the abolition of oppressive structures. It is an understanding that schools and prisons complement 
each other as two sides of the same coin (Meyerhoff, 2019). 
 Abolitionist praxis is a struggle against state violence, and it does not depend on the 
existence of either the carceral state or carceral power that institutionalizes state-sanctioned 
forms of gendered racial colonial dominance (Rodriguez, 2019). It is rooted in the Black Radical 
Tradition (Robinson, 1983) that “constitutes a disavowal of statist concepts of liberation, breaks 
from a reliance upon the law as the only mechanism for pursuing justice, and instead embraces 
the necessity for forms of marronage that flee established polities and embrace communities of 
mutual aid” (Al-Bulushi, 2020). For the purpose of this chapter, however, I want to emphasize 
that abolition is not only a praxis and analytic, but a horizon towards a freedom dream (Kelley, 
2002; Duda and Kaba, 2017). This isn’t to critique or invalidate the possibilities of non-reformist 
reforms that work towards abolition or that will make schools a more just place for Black and 
brown children. Instead, abolitionist thinking “allows us to take desire seriously” and “even if the 
desire for justice is unrequited, it produces futures beyond the political moment” (Tuck and 
Yang, 2016).  
 While this section does not go into detail of the work that students or organizations that 
are resisting in, against, and beyond the schools, it serves as a start to think, dream, desire, and 
imagine schools that do not supplement liberal world-making futures. CHCCS being considered 
as the best school district for white families and students is precisely why “we must never settle 
for that minimal transport; we must dream and enact new and better pleasures, other ways of 
being in the world, and ultimately worlds” (Muñoz, 2009). By remembering and understanding 
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that “only the bad guys build things that last forever” (la paperson, 2017), abolition and 
decolonial dreaming for another type of education is always looming. I turn to examples of 
surrealist freedom dreams that teach us about alternative world-making practices. 
“A time to dream, the world of the unknown, the hallucinatory” 
 
Robin D.G Kelley (2002) states, “surrealism…offers a vision of freedom far deeper and more 
expansive than any of the movements discussed thus far. It is a movement that invites dreaming, 
urges us to improvise and invent, and recognizes the imagination as our most powerful weapon.” 
Following Kelley’s turn to the surreal, I link surrealism dreaming as an abolitionist praxis that 
does not ground itself in vertical life trajectories or quantifiable measures of justice for Black 
individuals since it is a movement that reveals a deep affinity with Black life and culture. There 
is no one single definition of surrealism but we can draw on a few examples. The Chicago 
Surrealist Group (1976) said: 
Surrealism is the exaltation of freedom, revolt, imagination and love…[It] is above all a 
revolutionary movement. its basic aim is to lessen and eventually to completely resolve 
the contradiction between everyday life and our wildest dreams. By definition subversive, 
surrealist thought and action are intended not only to discredit and destroy the forces of 
repression, but also to emancipate desire and supply it with new poetic 
weapons…beginning with the abolition of imaginative slavery, it advances to the creation 
of a free society in which everyone will be a poet – a society in which everyone will be 
able to develop his or her potentialities fully and freely. 
 
It’s important to realize that surrealism cannot be boxed into a mere artistic movement. It is a 
revolution of the mind in where one is “consistently opposed capitalism and white supremacy, 
have promoted internationalism, and have been strongly influenced by Marx and Freud in their 
efforts to bridge the gap between dream and action” (Kelley, 2002). It would be a mistake to 
confuse surrealism as a replacement for direct organized action. Under surrealism, love, poetry, 
imagination are powerful social and revolutionary forces that work alongside protests, marches, 
sit-ins, and strikes.  
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Black Radicalism and Surrealism  
 
In speaking of the Black Radical Tradition, Robinson (1983) pointed out that the focus of black 
revolt “was always on the structures of the mind. Its epistemology granted supremacy to 
metaphysics not the material.” The revolution of the mind has always been foundational to 
surrealism and Black conceptions of freedom and liberation (Kelley, 2002). For example, one of 
the most well-known surrealists was anticolonial thinker Aimé Césaire. During the 1940s, 
alongside his wife and others from the colonial world, Césaire’s desires of an anticolonial future 
resulted from a conception of freedom based on precolonial African modes of thought and 
practice. For the anticolonial surrealists, Europe was a dying civilization on the verge of self-
destruction thus called “for new spiritual values to emerge out of the study of what colonialism 
sought to destroy” (Kelley, 2002).  
In his most famous piece argues that not only did colonialism destroy whole societies that 
functioned at a high level of sophistication and complexity, but these precolonial societies 
offered an “ante- and anti-capitalist” remaking of the world – without romanticizing or wanting 
to remake the past. It was always grounded in future oriented visions of an anticolonial world. 
According to Kelley (2002: 180),  
Discourse was less concerned with the specifics of political economy than with a way of 
thinking. Its lesson was that colonial domination required a whole way of thinking, a 
discourse in which everything was advanced, good, and civilized was defined and 
measured in European terms. Discourse called on the world to move forward as rapidly 
as possible, and yet called for the overthrow of a master class’s ideology of progress, one 
built on violence, destruction, and genocide. 
 
African-American writer Richard Wright also employed dream imagery as he argued that Black 
life in the United States was currently a nightmare denying “the possibility of a new dream, one 
rooted in African-American folk values which he attributes to the absurd and impoverished life 
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black people have had to endure” (Kelley, 2002: 184). Even in his most famous writings such as 
Native Son, “How Bigger Was Born,” and Twelve Million Black Voices, Wright focuses on 
alienation and the impact of the psyche of the Black man to communicate the incommunicable 
“in order to reveal the Marvelous” (Kelley, 2002: 182). For Wright, surrealism was less of a 
revolutionary discovery than an act of everyday living that would go beyond alienation and 
oppression. Both Césaire and Wright centered Black cultures that valued imagination, 
improvisation, Afrodiasporic vernacular, an embrace of magic, spirituality, and the ecstatic to 




Of dreaming to survive 
Of surviving to dream 
Only to then 
Survive the dream 
Long enough for it to sour 
To nightmare 
And wake up deferred 
Only to  
Remember the real meaning of dreams 
Which is to say the real meaning of “long enough” 
To say the real meaning of the “yet” and the “still” 
Only to 
Remember that more dreams will come because they have to 
Because more dreams have came and have 
Always become more than just dreams 
Only to 
Remember that dreams are our daily bread 
Our day given 
Our kingdom come 
Our lamentation of millennia past and millennia yet to come 
Dreams don’t die 
Not any more than they live. 
We don’t die 
Not any more than we live.  
We are ancient phenomena 
- a big bang  
- a splinter in the consciousness of an ever-expanding universe 
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-an itch to pick up stick and tap it on earth  
- a rhythm  
- a trick to pass the time by making time   
- a steady stammering high hat and a scared snare roll 
We’ve always been here 
Making time 
Steady and stammering 
Snaring and scared 
Grasping at ghosts never believed in and 
Holding onto those we know to be real 
Like those dreams 
The ones that envelop our reason for being 
The ones that weigh so heavy that we may sing for a day when  
We dream no more 
But nothing ever escapes “the dream” 
Only freedom, so  
We dream  
We are free 
Even when we’re not28 
- Cortland Gilliam  
 
Cortland, a current PhD student at UNC’s School of Education, campus activist and poet, 
presented his piece at the Black Out Loud event that he co-curated with Jerry Wilson last fall. 
The event brought together Black UNC student artists to speak on the representations and 
resilience of Blackness on our campus. I view Cortland’s poem as one with surrealist intentions. 
Calling it a social critique erases its engagement of “the unconscious, the spirit, desire, humor, 
magic, and love” (Kelley, 2002: 191). It is a poem where the past haunts and dismantles the 
present through a journey that goes beyond the material. The future, yearning for those freedom 
dreams, is the heart of the Black Radical imagination.  
So, where does surrealism fit with education? As Césaire reminds us, colonialism might 
have “formally ended” but the political, economic, and cultural links established by colonial 
logics are still intact – including education institutions. My attempt to bring in the surreal was to 
explain that when we are dealing with death-making institutions that function with carceral 
 
28 Poem titled “Freedom Dreams” after Kelley’s book. 
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logics for Black students, there is an obligation to abolish and not reform the schools. However, 
abolish doesn’t mean overthrowing an entire system tomorrow. We must think about the day 
after the revolution and what type of society we want to live in. Therefore, surrealist thinking is 
an abolitionist praxis, one that not only seeks to abolish, but that yearns for a freedom were 
Black life is only limited by imaginations, not logics governed by liberalism, racial capitalism, 
white supremacy, or heteropatriarchy. 
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CHAPTER 5: THIS ENDING AS A START 
 
 
I begin to write this conclusion hiding somewhere in the mountains between Highlands, North 
Carolina and Clayton, Georgia while the coronavirus pandemic has paralyzed our lives and 
temporary plans and dreams. Like everyone else, I wake up and go to sleep worried about my 
loved ones and the state of the world. Since I saw Lisa Lowe present back in October of 2019, I 
frequently think about the Antonio Gramsci quote she started her presentation with, “the crisis 
consists precisely in the fact that the old world is dying and the new world struggles to be born. 
Now is a time of monsters.” While I have always struggled to understand who the “monsters” 
are, the struggle between the dying old world and new world yet to be born ring truer than ever.  
Unfortunately, crisis and disasters have not been kind to public education. Hurricane 
Katrina in 2008 and Hurricane Maria in 2019 gutted public education in New Orleans and Puerto 
Rico as neoliberal capitalists permanently closed schools in predominately Black and working-
class neighborhoods that allowed for the privatization of public education to occur. This has been 
another way that the destruction of Black life, community, and kin has occurred through 
education. As I write this, graduate and undergraduate students at UNC (and what seems to be 
every university in the U.S) are connected on Zoom for their classes as the university conducts 
“business as usual,” with administration mandating professors to switch to “remote learning” 
with what seems to be a disregard of the embodied and affective importance of pedagogy and 
learning. I worry that not being critical about the university’s practices during these times will 
only hurt precarious students, faculty, and staff, whether it be with funding, loss of jobs, or 
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accessibility of resources. What will this mean for the future of education and schooling? 
In summary: 
As it pertains to the questions presented and analyzed in this thesis, CHCCS currently remains 
closed until mid-May. However, once schools re-open, it’ll be a matter of time until 
conversations on education continue where they left out on. This thesis serves as a theoretical 
mapping of the current state of the Chapel Hill Carrboro public schools. My research examines 
the convergence of racial capitalism, anti-Blackness, and education in the Chapel Hill Carrboro 
City Schools district. I center Chapel Hill and its neighboring town of Carrboro, as a university 
town where racial capitalism was fundamental in the development of the town and the school 
district. Through a historical and contemporary analysis, my project finds that UNC was a 
driving force of Chapel Hill’s uneven development when it came to education. I find that schools 
were and have always served with a purpose of advancing ideals of liberalism like meritocracy 
and multiculturalism at the expense of the Black working class community of Chapel Hill and 
Carrboro as they were relegated to low wage jobs that maintained the university town 
functioning. Fast forward to the present, the school district’s and community’s fetish for high 
stakes testing and the AIG program reproduces the uneven geographies as predominately white, 
wealthy students flourish while Black and brown students do not have access to resources to do 
well in exams.  
 In Chapter 3, I build on Vasudevan and Smith’s concept of “domestic geopolitics” to 
think through the relationship of education and empire’s logic. I outlined the authors arguments 
that draw on feminist geopolitics, Black geographies, internal colonialism, and social 
reproductive analysis in Black feminist thought. I introduce how scholars studying education can 
use the framework such as school closures and the destruction of Black community life. I also 
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highlight how some scholars are already examining the role of education with U.S imperial 
ambitions and the role that Black women have had in the struggle for access to education in the 
United States. Additionally, I draw on my own data to talk about the social reproductive labor 
that Black women conduct when engaged in the pursuit for education justice.  
 Finally, I conclude this thesis by examining the role of carceral power in CHCCS. 
Through data collected from interviews, I show how schools in Chapel Hill-Carrboro have been 
spaces of isolation and confinement for Black students. Moreover, efforts to address racial 
inequities often serve as a retrenchment of carceral power and supplement liberal world-making 
practices by emphasizing individualized notions of education. By centering the violence that 
schools impose on Black and brown students, I suggest that it becomes an imperative to work 
towards abolishing schools as reforms have reached their limits. In doing so, I explore the realm 
of surrealism as an abolitionist praxis linked with the Black Radical Tradition. Surrealism 
teaches us “that any revolution must begin with thought, with how we imagine a New World, 
with how we reconstruct our social and individual relationships, with unleashing our desire and 
building a new future on the basis of love and creativity rather than rationality” (Kelley, 2002). 
Despite not explicitly talking about education, I contend surrealism can begin to create 
abolitionist dreams for new ways of schooling, being, and worlds.  
Continuing the conversation: 
 
Understanding the purpose of graduate school, research, and academia has been challenging 
these last 3 years. Something that has grounded me with this project and all future projects 
comes from a conversation I had with Dr. Joseph R. Winters. Winters told me that he tries to 
generate conversation by presenting questions instead of pretending to have the answers and 
solutions to the contradictions, tensions, and complexities of our society through his writing. 
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With that in mind, I have treated this thesis as my way of presenting questions to the 
conversation about education (in)justices in public schools and struggles for Black liberation and 
freedom. In this last section, I want to speak to some of the lingering thoughts developed 
throughout the process of completing this thesis as well as from conversations generated by my 
comprehensive exams. 
On Black suffering 
 
Is there a way to write about Black suffering in a way that does not essentialize Blackness with 
suffering and still have space for Black resistance, Black life, and even joy? This was a question 
that I grappled with throughout this project and even asked directly from a committee member 
during my comprehensive exams. Researching how anti-Blackness works in and through 
education led me down the path of engaging with the “Afropessimist” school of thought 
associated with Frank B. Wilderson III. In his most recent book, Wilderson (2020) asks: 
Why is anti-Black violence not a form of racist hatred but the genome of Human renewal; 
a therapeutic balm that the Human race needs to know and heal itself? Why must the 
world reproduce this violence, this social death, so that social life can regenerate Humans 
and prevent them from suffering the catastrophe of psychic incoherence – absence? Why 
must the world finds its nourishment in Black flesh? 
 
An analysis of racial violence through the lens of Afropessimism allowed me to think how the 
world in which we live is powered by anti-Black subjugation. However, Afropessimism also 
suggests that “Blackness cannot be separated from slavery” and thus “Blackness cannot exist 
other than Slaveness” (Wilderson, 2020). In other words, one of Afropessimism’s main argument 
is based on the understanding on how Black people are in a perpetual cycle of slavery and 
violence. While I found these Afropessimist formulations valuable in understanding the 
prevailing anti-Black violence in the world, I also paid attention to the critiques of 
Afropessimism and social death by other Black scholars.  
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Imani Perry, for example, writes, “I have never believed in theories of social 
death…people live in the zone of nonpersonhood. They may be treated as “dead” before the law. 
But their creations have always persisted, and they trouble and haunt the dominant order. Their 
life and love is defiant” (Perry, 2017: 244-245). In speaking of the Black Radical Tradition and 
the role of revolutionary resistance by the enslaved, Cedric Robinson called social death 
“nonsense because they were something more than what was expected of them – they could 
invent manufacture, conspire, and organize way beyond the possibilities” (in Osuna, 2017). 
These writers not only made me realize that Black Study and theory is not monolithic, but filled 
with various contentious, breaks, and debates among scholars. More importantly, it forced me to 
read and write more carefully about racial violence.  
With these debates in mind, I have tried to explain the distinction – a political and ethical 
one – of how the institutions of education (and in a way, the towns of Chapel Hill-Carrboro 
themselves) are death-making institutions through its racialized, gendered, and punitive logics. It 
is important to highlight that racial violence and suffering does not occur in a vacuum, but 
instead intimately linked with how institutions function with racial capitalist desires of 
development, erasure, and injustices. By placing the school as a site of racial violence, I try to 
understand suffering, exclusion, and confinement in schools not as a way to pathologize the 
Black body or view Blackness as geographically determined, but instead seek to understand how 
the institutions in which we attend, work, and study, work through an anti-Black logic.  
On fugitivity and education 
 
Drawing on the varying school of thoughts mentioned above, this thesis also opens up questions 
about what resistance can – or fugitivity – look like in education. While I did not dive into how 
Black and other students, teachers, and parents of color struggle in and against the school system 
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in Chapel Hill-Carrboro, the history of Black Chapel Hill-Carrboro residents creating their own 
sense of place through education is crucial to remember, center, and examine. In Teaching 
Community: A Pedagogy of Hope, bell hooks (2003: 69) writes that “Black schools were 
locations where our self-esteem as black students was affirmed.” In oral histories conducted on 
experiences in the segregated, all Black, Lincoln High School in Chapel Hill, former students 
can be found speaking to how Black teachers “gave us a philosophy of life, and they taught us 
ethics. I felt they taught me to be a critical thinker. And I know that they taught me to believe in 
myself. [They] instilled a pride in us that made us believe there was nothing we could not do.”29 
Without romanticizing segregated schools and communities, I view these examples as a way 
Black life manages to still be expressed in education spaces where racial violence and 
dehumanization of Black students occur.  
Whether it is the historic role of Black schools and universities combating local and 
federal white supremacist education policies or the importance of how Black teachers and 
students continue to cultivate a space for Black culture and community within the schooling 
structure, I wonder if these practices can be as an extension of marronage. Maroon communities, 
often times made up of runaway slaves, indigenous peoples, and poor whites, cultivated 
“freedom on their own terms within a demarcated social space” through the enactment of 
subversive speech acts, gestures, social practices antithetical to the anti-Black world (Roberts, 
2015 in Bledsoe, 2017). Instead of seeing these examples as how Black people have always 
resisted anti-Black violence in education spaces, can these fugitive practices serve as a blueprint 
 
29 Edwin Caldwell, Jr., interview by Bob Gilgor, December 5, 2000, K-532, Supplemental Materials to Interviews, 
December 5, 2000 in the Southern Oral History Program, (#4007) in the Southern Historical Collection in Wilson 




for an abolitionist education that replaces our current modes schooling all together (Love, 2019)? 
Do they ignite a vision of a school where Black life is valued and not confined? And finally, 
what type of education will we have when another world is built?  
“What can I do? One must begin somewhere. Begin what? The only thing in the world 
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